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Chapter 1 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

The changes in partnership and family formation that have occurred within western societies in the 

second half of the twentieth century were metaphorically summarized in an article by demographer 

Aaron Kuijsten (1996): rather than ordering from “the standard life course menu”, as people used to 

do, an individual now “composes his or her history à la carte”. Marriage once “the obligatory entrée 

has become the optional dessert”. Couples have started living together at an older age, particularly 

marriage has been delayed and even shunned by a considerable part of recent birth cohorts. In 

addition, unmarried cohabitation has substantially increased and replaced marriage as the dominant 

first union type. Also, the tie between marriage and procreation has progressively weakened and 

partnership dissolution has risen. Hence, the decisions young adults nowadays take regarding their 

family lives are markedly different from older birth cohorts. 

Despite the fact that the institution of marriage has always been in flux over 5,000 years of 

recorded history, Stephanie Coontz (2005) argues that the transformation of marriage from the late 

1960s on has been qualitatively different from the past. First, individuals in western countries are - 

more than in large parts of close and distant times - free to decide on marriage and family life. 

Decisions to enter (and stay within) a marriage or, alternatively, to stay single or live together without 

being married, rest with the individuals involved and no longer with the community or society as a 

whole. Second, marriage lost its monopoly over crucial functions such as the regulation of sex, 

childrearing, intergenerational transmissions and the gendered division of labor. It was displaced from 

its pivotal position in people’s lives and lost its role as an institution with specific rights and 

privileges. Unmarried individuals, in contrast, regardless of being single or being in a relationship, 

increasingly behave as if they are married. Although her thesis may be debatable (Gillis 2004), Coontz 

(2004) advocates that the sheer diversity of alternatives taking over the organizing tasks of marriage 

has been without historical precedent. 

This dissertation aims to contribute to this discussion as it examines how these recent 

partnership and family forms have come into existence from the 1970s onwards. An overwhelming 

body of literature has drawn on cultural theories to explain the changed role of marriage and the rise of 

alternative living arrangements. The Second Demographic Transition (SDT) theory is central in this 

respect. This theory relates the rise of post-materialist values such as autonomy and self-realization 

(i.e. “ideational factors”), which has strongly coincided with educational expansion and progressing 

economic development after the second world war, to European nuptiality (and fertility) changes in 

recent decades (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988; Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004; Lesthaeghe 2010, 2014). 

However, this cultural explanation has been criticized as it makes short shrift of (short-term) economic 

fluctuations as an explanation of partnership and family formation. Although studies addressing the 

role of individual- and macro-level economic conditions with respect to partnership formation initially 

considered the United States only (Oppenheimer 1988), recent studies have tested these economic 

explanations for European countries as well (Mills and Blossfeld 2005; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010b; 

Kalmijn 2011; Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). The dissertation predominantly focuses on the role of 

economic conditions vis-à-vis partnership and family formation. Therefore, the central question in this 

study is “How does variation in micro- and aggregate-level socio-economic conditions relate to 

partnership and family formation in Europe?”. This question will be addressed in four empirical 
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chapters (2-5) and a conclusion (6). In addition, the dissertation includes an appendix chapter on data 

quality. In this introductory section the four empirical chapters are briefly introduced to the reader. 

Previous studies have consistently provided evidence for a pro-cyclical relationship between 

economic fluctuations and fertility. In times of economic difficulties parenthood tends to be deferred. 

As few individuals embark on parenthood without a co-residential partner, postponement of 

partnership transitions is one of the suggested pathways inducing delayed fertility under macro-

economic adversity (Sobotka et al. 2011; De Lange et al. 2014). Chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation 

therefore assess the relation between the macro-economic context and union formation. Whereas 

chapter 2 takes heed of cross-country variation in the effects of macro-economic adversity, chapter 3 

focuses on educational heterogeneity. Highly educated individuals are expected to adopt postponement 

strategies in the event of (individual and macro-)economic adversity more frequently because of 

different professional career tracks compared to their lower educated peers. 

An economic crisis that has raised particular interest with respect to demographic behavior is 

the turmoil experienced in central and eastern Europe in the aftermath of the fall of communism 

(Thornton and Philipov 2009; Gerber and Berman 2010; Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). It has been 

suggested that rapid increases in unmarried cohabitation and non-marital fertility initially mirrored 

social disadvantage in this period, rather than changing attitudes on the family (Sobotka 2008). 

Chapter 4 addresses educational differentials in marriage intentions at different stages of the family 

formation process, allowing us to test theories of changing partnership formation in more detail. 

Chapter 5 of this dissertation assesses the empirical relevance of taking into account changing 

partnership formation with respect to first birth trends. In recent accounts it is argued that fertility 

patterns are more conditioned by economic determinants, whereas changing nuptiality shows stronger 

correlations with cultural factors (Lesthaeghe 2010, 2011) However, particularly at the onset of the 

Second Demographic Transition a strong link between changing nuptiality and fertility patterns was 

suggested. Women rejecting marriage and its traditional associations with gender asymmetry in paid 

work were expected to opt for alternative living arrangements and to postpone motherhood. This, 

together with economic fluctuations affecting parenthood through partnership postponement, implies 

an indirect impact of value orientations, via partnership formation, on fertility timing. 

In this introductory chapter we first provide a brief discussion of the changing role of marriage 

until the late 1960s and a detailed overview of the changes in union and family formation that took 

place since the early 1970s (section 1.2). Subsequently, we present a wide array of theoretical 

approaches contributing to explain these changes (section 1.3). Section 1.4 concludes the introductory 

chapter with an overview of the particular aims and research questions of the dissertation. 
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1.2 Setting the scene: marriage in a historical perspective 

This section provides the reader with a historical overview of the changing roles of marriage in 

western societies. The first part briefly discusses the long-term historical developments with a specific 

focus on the central role of marriage in the 1950s and 1960s (1.2.1). The turning point around the end 

of the 1960s, often considered as the dawn of the marriage decline, is the starting point of this 

dissertation. Section 1.2.2 documents the trends in partnership formation since the 1970s in detail. 

1.2.1 A history of marriage until the late 1960s 

Marriage, in one form or the other, has been the most prominent partnership form in large parts of the 

western European history. Nevertheless, there have been times and places that other family forms such 

as cohabitation, non-marital childbearing and divorce were equally widespread compared to 

contemporary western societies (Coontz 2004). For many centuries, however, marriage determined 

people’s place in western European societies and organized their lives. It was the most important 

marker of adulthood and an economic and political institution in the first place. Until the 18th century 

individual needs and desires were far from central in a marriage. Instead, a marriage was bargained 

with many actors (e.g. parents, community, etc.) and served various political, economic and social 

functions among families from all rungs of the social ladder (Coontz 2005). In this era, relationship 

assets such as companionship, affection and tenderness were very poor criteria to marry. Following 

Coontz (2004; 2005) these standards of marriage largely eroded between the 17th and 19th century. 

From this period onwards, marriages increasingly resulted from personal choices and emotional bonds 

between partners. The romantic ideal making marriage a treasured personal relationship is a unique 

and unprecedented phase in the history of marriage. This change, considered as a love revolution by 

Coontz (2005), occurred with Enlightenment ideology and the expansion of wage labor. Some 

conservative voices, however, argued that rising expectations on marital intimacy and happiness 

would lead to an increasing instability of marriages. 

The idea of marriage as an intimate and emotional togetherness did, however, not fall apart. 

After the turmoil of WWII “the golden age of marriage” commenced in the United States and most 

parts of Europe (Coontz 2005). Burgess considered this peak part of the transition from marriage as an 

institution to a companionate marriage, emphasizing the increased importance of bonds of sentiment 

and friendship between spouses (Burgess and Locke 1945). Between the 1950s and late 1960s the old 

Malthusian preconditions of marriage vanished
1
, the ages at first marriages declined and marriage 

became universal among all socio-economic groups. Marriage was considered the outset of one’s real 

life and provided the context for nearly every life stage. Further, exceptional low divorce rates were 

observed and in the unlikely event of partnership dissolution, marriage was usually followed by 

remarriage. The prevalence of unmarried cohabitation or alternative living arrangements was limited 

(Lesthaeghe and Neels 2002; Lesthaeghe 2010)
2
. In early 20th century Europe, non-marital 

partnerships have been reported to exist predominantly among disadvantaged groups. In Sweden so-

called ‘Stockholm marriages’ reflected informal unions among the poor resulting from the 

unaffordability of marriage (Trost 1978). Similarly, ‘poor person’s marriages’ occurred in the British, 

French and German urban society (Roberts 1990; Villeneuve-Gokalp 1991; Abrams 1993). With 

respect to fertility, the 1950s and 1960s are characterized by decreasing non-marital childbearing, 

lowering mean ages of first births and – often deficient – contraception at older ages. 

                                                           
1
 According to Malthus, marriage should be delayed until a solid financial ground is attained. This conditional 

marriage form functions as a preventive check for limiting birth rates in pre-industrial societies. 
2
 In tandem with historical reductions in mortality and fertility from the 18th century onwards (Notestein 1945; 

Coale and Watkins 1986), demographic literature refers to these trends as the First Demographic Transition 

(FDT). 



CHAPTER 1 

 
 

10 

The prominent position of marriage during the 1950s and 1960s in western Europe not only 

resulted from the long-term trend towards marriage as the pinnacle of romantic love and 

companionship. In this period also the normative setting still insisted on opting for a conjugal family 

life. The ideological, religious and political sceneries to a great extent viewed the ‘bourgeois’ family 

as the cornerstone of society (Lesthaeghe and Neels 2002; Lesthaeghe 2010). Following the major 

congregations (i.e. Christian and Protestant), the importance of the family stems from the holiness of 

the matrimony. In addition, their ideological influence on the conjugal family was crucial because of 

their fears for the industrial society leading to immorality and atheism. Secular groupings (i.e. liberal 

and socialist), in turn, considered the family as a shelter for various social pathologies (e.g. 

alcoholism, crime, etc.) and as a foundation for a new social order (Lesthaeghe and Neels 2002; 

Lesthaeghe 2010). Not only did all these significant actors contribute to the ideal of the single 

conjugal family model and the moral prohibition of non-marital fertility, but also the 

embourgeoisement of the family was advocated for all social classes. Although women went back and 

forth between homemaker and breadwinner roles in the previous hundreds of years, this peak of 

modern marriage occurred with the heyday of the male-breadwinner model (Goode 1963). In this 

period wage labor became very dominant and a gender-based labor division within the families, 

leading to a male-breadwinner ideal, was viewed as the best way to reach financial (husband’s role) 

and moral (wife’s role of caretaker and educator) security. To a great extent marital satisfaction was 

derived from husbands and wives’ structured marital roles as good providers and devoted homemakers 

(Roussel 1989). 

In her historical analysis, Coontz (2005) emphasizes that the universality of marriage during the 

1950s and 1960s was a unique period in western history. The institution of marriage had always been a 

moving target, rather than a status quo. In the mid-twentieth century “marriage was standing in the 

eye of the hurricane”, and from the end of the 1960s onwards this marriage form has (again) faced 

severe challenges. No sooner had family experts agreed that the balance between personal freedom 

and constraints required for social and marital stability had been reached in the 1950s and 1960s, than 

people started to approach marriage and the family life in a very different way. 

1.2.2 European partnership trends between the 1970s and 2000s 

This overview of partnership trends focuses on figures relevant for the main research questions of the 

dissertation. The section subsequently considers i) the timing and type of a first union, ii) transitions 

following entry into first cohabitation and the retreat from marriage, and iii) the relevance of 

cohabitation as a childbearing context. The European countries addressed here are those involved in 

the analyses of the empirical chapters. The descriptive results with regard to cohabitation and non-

marital fertility presented in this introductory chapter are drawn from surveys, collected in the 

Harmonized Histories
3
 database (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010a), as vital statistics on these events are not 

readily available
4
.  

Delayed entry into first union and the changing type of a first union 

Figure 1.1 shows that the mean ages at female first union (MAFF Union)
5
 (regardless of union type) 

(for women aged 15-49 years between 1970 and 2004) were typically around 22 in the late 1970s in 

western European countries. By the early 2000s, these mean ages had increased to approximately 23 

                                                           
3
 http://www.nonmarital.org 

4
 For most of the selected countries, data is provided by the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) (for more 

information: http://www.ggp-i.org). The appendix indicates that for the considered countries (using data from the 

GGS) fertility and marriage rates are fairly accurate for the period of examination (cfr. infra). 
5
 A comprehensive discussion of the calculation procedure for this indicator (and MAFF Marriage, cfr. infra) is 

provided in the appendix chapter (on data quality of demographic indicators) of this dissertation. 

http://www.nonmarital.org/
http://www.ggp-i.org/


INTRODUCTION 

 11 

years in France, the Netherlands and Norway. In Belgium and the United Kingdom the increases are 

more pronounced. In the period 2000-2004, Belgian women entered their first co-residential union on 

average two years later (24) than in the late 1970s. In the UK, the mean age had even increased to 26 

years by 2000-2004. In eastern Europe, the shift of union formation to somewhat older ages started 

later. Until the late 1990s, the mean ages of starting living together with a partner were well below 22 

in both Hungary and Bulgaria. Thereafter, the ages of entering a first union have started to increase 

slightly, but only in Bulgaria the mean age exceeded 22 by the early 2000s. In Russia a decrease in the 

mean ages is observed between the 1970s and 1990s, with the average age of entering a partnership 

declining with 1.5 years. Since the early 1990s, the mean ages at which Russian women first entered a 

co-residential partnership has tended to increase again. 

A characteristic trend in union formation that emerged since the early 1970s is that young adults 

are increasingly entering their first marriage at later ages. Figure 1.1 shows the mean age at female 

first marriage (MAFF Marriage) in Europe. It stands out that mean ages at first marriage have 

increased more strongly than mean ages at first partnerships. In all countries considered mean ages at 

female first marriage were close to the mean ages at first union in the 1970s, indicating that young 

adults generally entered marriage without pre-marital cohabitation. Subsequently, the mean ages at 

female first marriage have increasingly started to exceed the first union mean ages. In Belgium and the 

Netherlands the difference was limited to approximately 2.5 years by the late 1990s. Differences 

between mean ages at first partnership and mean age at first marriage are larger in other western 

European countries. For women in the UK and France the difference increased to 3 years by the early 

2000s, while exceeding 4 years in Norway. In the central and eastern European (CEE) countries the 

difference between mean ages at first union and first marriage only started to increase in the 1990s and 

was generally still lower than 0.5 or 1 year in 2000-2004. All in all, the figure shows that in most 

countries the mean ages of entering a first partnership changed only marginally, whereas marriage is 

increasingly postponed to later ages in Europe. 

  



CHAPTER 1 

 
 

12 

Bulgaria 

Hungary 

20

22

24

26

28

30

The Netherlands Norway 

20

22

24

26

28

30

Russia 

MAFF Union MAFF Marriage

The United Kingdom 

MAFF Union MAFF Marriage

Figure 1.1: Mean Age at Female First Union (MAFF Union) and Mean Age at Female First Marriage 

(MAFF Marriage) in eight European countries (1970-2004, women aged 15-49) 
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Figure 1.2: Proportion of first unions starting as unmarried cohabitation in eight European countries 

(1970-2004, women aged 15-49) 

 
Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by author 

The reason behind the rapid increase in the mean age at first marriage is obvious from Figure 1.2 

where the proportion of first partnerships starting as unmarried cohabitation is shown. Young adults 
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dominant first partnership type during the latest decades. Norway is considered as a forerunner within 

this group of countries, with more than 30% of first unions starting as unmarried cohabitations in the 

period 1970-1974. Besides Norway, also Belgium and France show relatively high proportions 

(between 20 and 30%) of partners living first together without being married in the 1970-1974 period. 

The Netherlands and the UK were found below 20% in this period. By the early 2000s, 90% of the 

French first unions were cohabitations. In other western European countries these changes have 

developed somewhat slower. Nevertheless, during the 2000-2004 period more than 3 out of 4 first 

partnerships were identified as cohabitations in Belgium (75%), the Netherlands (82%), Norway 

(85%) and the UK (79%). Compared to western Europe, trends in cohabitation are different in CEE 

countries. In line with the results in Figure 1.2, the prevalence of unmarried cohabitation as a first 

union was rather limited until the 1990s in the CEE countries (about 25% for the period 1985-1989). 

Although an increasing proportion of unmarried cohabitations is observed for Hungary during the 

1980s, the steepest increases occurred between 1990 and 2004. As a result, direct marriages have also 

become less common in CEE countries, with about 60 to 70% of first unions being cohabitations 

during the early 2000s in Bulgaria, Hungary and Russia. 

Partnership transitions following the end of cohabitation and the retreat from marriage 

Figures 1.1 and 1.2 suggest that couples increasingly tend to cohabit first and convert their consensual 

union into a marriage later. Another factor contributing to the delay of marriage is that unmarried 

cohabitation frequently ends in separation. For women aged 15-49 and by ten year period, Figure 1.3  
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Figure 1.3: Union status within five years following the entry into first cohabitation in eight European 

countries (1960-2004, women aged 15-49). Marriage and separation as competing events. 
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shows the proportion of women still in cohabitation five years after entry, as well as the proportions 

who married or experienced a separation by that time. In the 1960s, most unmarried cohabitations 

were converted to marriages. Except for France (67%) and Russia (65%), more than 80% of the 

cohabitations were converted into a marriage within 5 years. In the following decades, the duration 

spent in unmarried cohabitation in western Europe increased, while the proportion of unmarried 

cohabitations ending in separation inclined as well. As a result, the proportion of cohabitations being 

converted into a marriage within five years steadily decreased. In the early 2000s, only between 30 

and 40% of cohabitations resulted in a marriage in France, Norway and the UK. For Belgium and the 

Netherlands, Figure 1.3 points out that more than 40% of the cohabiting couples married within 5 

years of cohabitation. Further, only in Belgium and the Netherlands the proportion of separated unions 

remained below 20%. Concerning the CEE countries, the steepest decreases in the proportion of 

cohabitations resulting in a marriage are found somewhat later (during the 1990s). In Hungary less 

than 40% married within five years of cohabitation, whereas this percentage is higher for Russia 

(41%) and Bulgaria (54%) by the 2000-2004 period. In Russia and Bulgaria separation is high and 

exceeds 30% in the early 2000s. It stands out that in both eastern and western Europe, the percentage 

of couples that stay in their first cohabitation for at least 5 years has increased to at least 30%.  

The previous results indicate that cohabitation has gradually replaced marriage as a first union 

and that unmarried cohabitation has also become increasingly long-lasting. Over the period 

considered, separation risks have increased, making it less likely that unmarried cohabitations are 

converted into marriage. To verify whether these trends have merely affected the timing of marriage or 

have resulted in a substantial decline of proportions ever marrying, Figure 1.4 shows the proportion of 

women ever married by age 50 in birth cohorts 1930-1969 using vital statistics for seven European 

countries (no data were available for Russia).
 
The cohort data indicate that changes in partnership 

formation have not only affected the timing of marriage, but also its quantum with the proportions of 

women ever married declining over subsequent birth cohorts in all countries considered. 

Figure 1.4: Proportion of ever married women by age 50 in seven European countries (birth cohorts 

1930-69) 

 
Source: Council of Europe (2005) 
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Figure 1.5: Partnership status at first childbearing in eight European countries (1960-2004, women 
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In the oldest birth cohorts, 90 to 95% of women experienced a marriage
6
. From the 1950-1954 birth 

cohorts onwards, however, the proportions ever married decrease substantially in all western European 

countries. The drop is most articulated in Norway, with only 67% of the women ever marrying in the 

1965-69 birth cohorts. In the other western European countries, the marriage experience is somewhat 

higher (71% for France and more than 75% for the Netherlands, The UK and Belgium) in these birth 

cohorts. In line with previous analyses this trend was initiated later in CEE countries. Only in the 

1960-1969 birth cohorts female marriage experiences decline in Hungary and Bulgaria. However, still 

87 and 91% of the female birth cohorts 1965-1969 have experienced marriage by the age of 50 in 

Hungary and Bulgaria respectively. 

Partnership context for first births 

Given that marriage is increasingly postponed and foregone, the question arises whether other 

partnership contexts have become relevant for childbearing. For the period 1960-2004, Figure 1.5 

presents the partnership status at first birth of women aged 15-49 in the eight European countries. 

Throughout the 1960s and the early 1970s, the vast majority of women were married when having 

their first child in all the countries considered. In western European countries, however, non-marital 

fertility started to rise in the late 1970s and early 1980s. France and Norway have been forerunners in 

this respect with approximately half of all first births taking place in cohabitation during the early 

2000s. In these countries, unmarried cohabitation has clearly developed into a living arrangement that 

is considered appropriate for family formation. In Belgium the proportion of first births taking place in 

cohabitation is lower, hovering around 20 per cent in 2000-2004. The situation of the UK is 

exceptional from a European perspective, with 20 per cent of first births taking place in cohabitation 

and a substantial number of first children being born to lone mothers. CEE countries exhibited a lower 

proportion of first births among cohabiting women. Considerable increases only initiated during the 

1990s. Nevertheless, the proportion of first births taking place in cohabitation exceeded 20% in both 

Bulgaria (25%) and Hungary (21%) in the early 2000s. Russia showed the lowest number of first 

births in cohabitation (16% in the early 2000s). 

1.3 Theoretical framework 

This section discusses various theoretical insights that have addressed changes in European 

partnership formation from the early 1970s onwards, as presented in section 1.2.2. The focus is 

predominantly on changes in partnership transitions and the partnership context of childbearing. The 

theoretical section is structured as follows. Subsection 1.3.1 presents cultural theories of changing 

partnership formation, whereas 1.3.2 discusses economic approaches. The final part (1.3.3) focuses on 

contextual settings. 

According to Musick and Bumpass (2012), previous research has distinguished between four 

mechanisms relating marriage to well-being among spouses: i) institutionalization, ii) social roles, iii) 

social support and iv) commitment. Each of these mechanisms refers to a traditional function of 

marriage in western societies. However, the rise of alternative living arrangements has led to the 

question whether these aspects uniquely apply to marriage. Whereas older studies have shown 

significant differences between unmarried cohabitation and marriage (Waite and Gallagher 2002), 

recent research provides evidence that cohabitation has increasingly adopted marital features (Musick 

and Bumpass 2012). In the remainder of this theoretical framework, most theories associate the rise of 

unmarried cohabitation to the acquisition or explicit rejection of one or more of these marital 

                                                           
6
 Except for Bulgaria (100% of the 1940-44 birth cohorts). Council of Europe (2005) notices that the Bulgarian 

vital statistics are somewhat overestimated. 
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functions. The importance allocated to one or the other strongly depends on the theoretical approach 

considered. 

The first factor is institutionalization. This perspective emphasizes both the normative and legal 

structures defining the rights and responsibilities of partners in a marriage. These structures imply the 

standards of appropriate marital behavior reinforced by family, peers and society. Second, social roles 

provide partners with schemes on how to organize tasks and interactions within the marriage. These 

roles facilitate men and women’s understandings of what is expected of them as spouses. Marital roles 

prescribe what it takes to be a good wife or husband, how to organize shared properties and finances, 

how to divide paid work and tasks within the household,… A third important feature is that social 

support is strongly connected with marriage. Within a marriage spouses share intimacy, 

companionship and day-to-day interaction. In addition, marriage connects partners to larger supportive 

networks of friends, family, colleagues and the broader community. Fourth, marriage requires a formal 

public confirmation - mostly in the form of a wedding ceremony in the presence of family, friends and 

religious congregants - introducing enforceable trust (Cherlin 2000, 2004). As the commitment of 

marriage is expressed in front of relatives and the broader society, the risk lowers that one’s partner 

will break with the agreements that have been made. The public involvement of the marriage contract 

confirms the strong commitment within the relationship. This is a strong and distinguishing aspect of 

marriage. It facilitates joint long-term investments such as home-ownership and childrearing (England 

and Farkas 1986; Holland 2012), which in turn strengthen the bonds between partners. 

1.3.1 Cultural theories of changing partnership formation 

Whereas the 1950s and 1960s are considered as the high tide of the companionate marriage in western 

Europe and the United States, Burgess had not foreseen that ever since the 1970s marriage would be 

gradually overtaken by different forms of marital and non-marital unions (Burgess and Locke 1945). 

The idea that marriage and partnerships are highly individual and based on personal choice and 

satisfaction has been further expanded in this period (Coontz 2005). The institutionalization of 

marriage is strongly challenged and open to negotiation. The norms on what marriage should be like 

further developed in post-1960s married couples. Spouses increasingly evaluated their commitment in 

terms of satisfaction and as an expression of their own well-being. Cherlin (2004) labeled this as a 

transition from marriage as a companionship to the individualized marriage. In western countries this 

led to weakened restrictions on divorce. The law increasingly recognized consensual and even 

unilateral divorce (Glendon 1987; Théry 1993). However, not only has marriage become more fragile, 

but it has also been progressively regarded as optional. In this respect, Roussel (1989) observes the 

“double deinstitutionalization” of marriage. This idea is in line with the postponement of union 

formation and the increasing prevalence of (long-lasting) non-marital living arrangements such as 

unmarried cohabitation, as presented in section 1.2.2.  

According to many demographers, these changing trends, together with stable sub replacement 

fertility, take part in a Second Demographic Transition (SDT) (Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa 1986). The 

first traces of this Second Demographic Transition were observed in northern and western European 

countries and subsequently expected to spread to other developed countries (Van de Kaa 1987; 

Lesthaeghe 1995). Following the theoretical framework of the SDT
7
, and in line with Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs (1970), the demographic trends under the SDT have been associated with the rise of 

higher order needs (Lesthaeghe 2010). Hence, once basic material needs are fulfilled (e.g. the role of 

welfare state regimes), a greater emphasis on existential and expressive needs emerges (i.e. a shift 

“from survival to self-expression” in people’s values) (Inglehart and Norris 2003). This is reflected in 

                                                           
7
 However, questions are raised on whether SDT is a real theory. Its initial usage has grown beyond a description 

of changing family-related behaviors and attitudes (Sobotka 2008).  
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a post-materialist change of attitudes and value orientations with an increased prominence of self-

fulfilment and autonomy (Lesthaeghe and Meekers 1987; Van de Kaa 1996; Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 

2004; Lesthaeghe 2010). In this regard, the rise of these value orientations cannot be considered as 

independent from progressing economic development (e.g. the post-war prosperity of the 1960s). It 

appears that they are inextricably intertwined with decades of increasing wealth and education. In the 

family sphere, this orientation towards post-materialism enhances our understanding in the emergence 

of many new phenomena: the decline of marriage, a rise of divorce, increasing unmarried cohabitation, 

etc. In the political and societal sphere, the rise of post-materialism has occurred with ‘depillarization’, 

disengagement from civic and community-oriented associations, rejection of various forms of 

authority, a strive for gender egalitarianism, etc. (Lesthaeghe 2010, 2014).  

On the one hand, many facets of the Second Demographic Transition are a mere continuation 

or, at best, intensification of the progressing importance of personal choice in partnership formation 

ever since the 18th century (Coontz 2004, 2005). On the other hand, it is clearly distinct from earlier 

times since it is accompanied by the abandonment of restrictive moral codes embedded in a wider 

inclination towards post-materialism. Sociological theorists see this increased emphasis on self-

fulfilment and the rejection of established norms and authorities as a part of an ongoing 

individualization process. In the family sphere, Giddens (1991, 1992) observes the emergence of a 

“pure relationship” as an intimate partnership entered for one’s own self-fulfilment. Following 

Giddens, the pure relationship is not tied to social or legal norms and expectations, and independent 

from social institutions or economic life. This leads family researchers to question whether marriage 

retains a unique and distinctive position from other partnership forms or fades into just one of many 

interpersonal romantic relationship types (Giddens 1992; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Cherlin 

2004). 

According to the ideas of the SDT, young people may have, at least temporarily, more limited 

family aspirations and retain open life strategies. This results in a greater complexity and diversity of 

family trajectories, and frequently in postponement of parenthood (Van de Kaa 1987, 2001; 

Lesthaeghe 2014). Particularly at the onset of SDT, in a normative context with strong preferences for 

marriage and the bourgeois family ideal in tandem with increased female educational attainment, 

women may have progressively rejected traditional family trajectories. From this point of view, 

marriage, associated with gender asymmetry in paid work and motherhood (i.e. marital roles), is 

considered as an outdated institution. As a result, these women did not necessarily alter their number 

of children ultimately wanted, but show higher preferences for autonomy and, accordingly, retain open 

life strategies through alternative living arrangements and later parenthood. Studies have consistently 

found that unmarried cohabitation is a more gender egalitarian setting compared to marriage (Shelton 

and John 1993; Batalova and Cohen 2002; Baxter 2005). Not only increasing cohabitation, but also 

rising spells of single living potentially relate to the timing of parenthood. Given the substantial 

increases in more frail partnership forms such as unmarried cohabitation (Andersson and Philipov 

2002; Kiernan 2002; Wiik et al. 2009), the risk of experiencing more spells of single living has grown 

as well. Also the fact that young people tend to live with their parents or as a single before any 

partnership longer contributes to higher ages of parenthood. 

Following SDT theory, the rise of post-materialist values in the family sphere has not occurred 

equally between social groups. Unlike the spread of cohabitation among the poor and working-class in 

western Europe during the early 20th century (Kiernan 2004), SDT literature argues that particularly 

advantaged groups have manifested post-modern demographic behaviors first (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 

1988; Mclanahan 2004; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010b; Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). This is generally 

reflected in the assumption that highly educated individuals are in the vanguard of ideational change 

by breaking with the established normative regulations and traditional forms of authority of the 1950s. 

Education constitutes an important indicator as it is considered a key mechanism leading to ideational 
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change and, accordingly, progressive views on family institutions (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988, 

2002). In line with this argument, several studies have found that individuals with an advanced 

education show the highest levels of tolerance towards alternative living arrangements (De Feijter 

1991; Pagnini and Rindfuss 1993; Fokkema and Esveldt 2008; Kotowska et al. 2008; Pongrácz and 

Spéder 2008). 

The emergence of value changes leading to new family forms is generally expected to progress 

to other (non-western) developed countries as these coincide with economic developments and 

educational expansion (Sobotka 2008; Lesthaeghe 2010). Studies show that many features of the SDT 

have emerged in CEE countries (Sobotka et al. 2003; Hoem et al. 2009b; Thornton and Philipov 2009; 

Gerber and Berman 2010), southern Europe (Dominguez-Folgueras and Castro-Martin 2013), the 

United States (Lesthaeghe and Neidert 2006), Latin America (Esteve et al. 2012) and Japan (Matsuo 

2001; Rindfuss et al. 2004). In SDT terms, variation between countries with respect to family attitudes 

and forms can be interpreted as societies representing different stages of this transition. A good 

example is the diffusion of cohabitation (Prinz 1995; Kiernan 2002). In forerunning countries, such as 

Sweden or Norway, cohabitation is frequently seen as an alternative to marriage (Kiernan 2001b; 

Heuveline and Timberlake 2004). This is the final stage of convergence where cohabitation is 

universally accepted, practiced and longstanding. Childbearing within cohabitation is frequent and 

marriage and cohabitation are nearly equal in terms of rights and obligations (Perelli-Harris and 

Sánchez Gassen 2012). In this case, unmarried cohabitation has become completely institutionalized 

with full social and legal acceptance. In addition, other marital aspects such as a higher commitment, 

frequently implying extensive joint investments (e.g. parenthood), seem to be gradually adopted by 

cohabitation. Countries with more conservative partnership regimes are considered to have developed 

later or slower. At this stage, cohabitation is often a childless prelude to marriage (Heuveline and 

Timberlake 2004). The expected future of marriage and cohabitation in the SDT perspective is closely 

related to the ideas of Giddens (1991, 1992), predicting that marriage eventually becomes less relevant 

as it is progressively indistinguishable from cohabitation. Both types of union are on an equal footing 

as intimacy and self-fulfilment are the foundations of a partnership, independent from its form 

(Cherlin 2004). 

Criticisms of the Second Demographic Transition 

The theoretical considerations of the SDT have been criticized in various ways. The two main 

criticisms that will be considered in this dissertation are briefly introduced in the following 

paragraphs.  

First, numerous studies have contested the alleged positive educational gradient of new family 

forms and the assumption that particularly highly educated individuals are at the forefront of the SDT. 

It has been suggested that new family forms may well reflect disadvantage in specific social groups, 

rather than a higher class emancipation from traditional attitudes towards family life (Mclanahan 2004; 

Mills et al. 2005; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010b). Research on long-term cohabitation and non-marital 

fertility in the United States (Lichter et al. 2003; Mclanahan 2004; Smock et al. 2005; Lundberg and 

Pollak 2007) and CEE countries (Spéder 2005; Koytcheva and Philipov 2008; Perelli-Harris and 

Gerber 2011; Potârcă et al. 2013) has shown that the rise of new family forms initially prevailed 

among the less educated individuals. As a result, questions have been raised to the idea that the SDT 

would consist of a similar set of new family forms emerging in different countries and regions and that 

these would be related to changing values and attitudes in a similar way. The prediction that all 

developed countries converge towards western family patterns is often seen as an ethnocentric view 

(Thornton 2001). Although SDT literature acknowledges that different countries may be started 

converging at distinct time points and at different paces, the idea of a similar and unidirectional 

development is speculative and debated (Kuijsten 1996; Sobotka 2008; Potârcă et al. 2013). In this 
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respect, it is frequently suggested that the SDT has disregarded the role of adverse economic factors in 

addressing the rise of alternative living arrangements and non-marital fertility. Unfavorable socio-

economic positions are often considered more compatible with low-cost living arrangements such as 

unmarried cohabitation (Oppenheimer 2003; Mclanahan 2004). This idea also helps to grasp the 

greater diversity in cohabitation. Consensual unions display a high degree of heterogeneity and the 

expectations of cohabiting partners about the nature of their liaison diverge. Therefore, the selection 

into unmarried cohabitation and reasons for living together without being married are heterogeneous, 

even within the same country (Kasearu and Kutsar 2011; Hiekel et al. 2014). 

Second, the SDT has been criticized because of overemphasizing the association between living 

arrangements and fertility. Coleman (2004) stated in a critical paper that the SDT is particularly 

preoccupied with changes in living arrangements and lifestyle preferences. Therefore, he claims that 

the label ‘demographic’ is unauthorized. The evidence for the link between changing nuptiality and 

fertility patterns has been mixed. In southern European countries substantial timing differences are 

observed between the rise of unmarried cohabitation and fertility postponement (Lesthaeghe 2010). In 

fact, the spread of unmarried cohabitation and non-marital fertility lags 20 years behind the start of 

strong delays in childbearing in these countries. In addition, previous studies find different spatial 

diffusion patterns as fertility is more responsive to material and institutional conditions (Neels 2006; 

Lesthaeghe and Neidert 2006). Also, in western European ‘cohabitation countries’ the role of non-

marital living arrangements may have recently become less significant in shaping fertility trends. Due 

to the weakening tie between marriage and childbearing in these countries, unmarried cohabitation is 

generally regarded as a common setting for childbearing and -rearing (Raley 2001; Kasearu and 

Kutsar 2011; Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). Hence, cohabitation is less considered as a childfree and low 

commitment union. The direct relation with the cultural component is, also on the individual level, 

hence weaker and more complex (Van de Kaa 2001). In recent publications Lesthaeghe (2010, 2011) 

therefore differentiates between the rise of new living arrangements and fertility postponement since 

particularly the former is more closely related to cultural determinants. In this sense, the importance of 

economic explanations for childbearing behavior is highlighted and ‘SDT sub-narratives’ are 

necessary to interpret variations in reproductive behavior (i.e. postponement and recuperation of 

childbearing). Nevertheless, other research shows that changing nuptiality patterns have been strongly 

related to fertility timing in some settings. Women with less family-oriented lifestyles are suggested to 

choose more often deliberately for living arrangements which are less associated with parenthood (e.g. 

consensual unions, singlehood, etc.) (Mulder 2003). In addition, economic conditions may hamper 

union formation and, thus, the establishment of a stable partnership for proceeding to parenthood 

(Sobotka et al. 2011; De Lange et al. 2014). A lack of financial resources and uncertain professional 

career perspectives frequently impede partnership formation and prolong single living or staying in the 

parental home (Oppenheimer 1988; Mills and Blossfeld 2005; Kalmijn 2011). 

1.3.2 Economic theories of changing partnership formation 

Since economist Gary Becker’s interest turned to non-market activities such as marriage and fertility, 

many fellow economists have understood that family behavior was an understudied issue in economic 

analysis (Chiappori 2015). This section discusses the contribution of economic theories in 

understanding changes of partnership formation patterns. These theories predominantly focus on the 

importance of marital roles and economic conditions, arguing that the cultural explanations of 

changing partnership formation pay little attention to household economics and rising economic 

insecurities. 

One crucial factor in economic theories of partnership and family formation is rising 

educational attainment together with increased labor force participation among women. Although 
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women have continued to do the bulk of the housework and childcare, they have progressively 

engaged in paid work ever since the 1970s. Following Coontz (2005), this development is closely 

related to economic growth in the tertiary sector, increasing labor demand, and efficient contraceptive 

use, allowing a better control of fertility. Becker’s New Home Economics theory (1981) assumes that 

an individual is a rational actor aiming to maximize his/her gains spending his/her property at the 

market place. In this sense, Becker considers unmarried men and women as potential trading partners. 

A marriage (trade) takes place when the gain of a marriage (trade) is higher than staying single (not 

trading). In this trading relationship the gains result from each person trading something different. In 

general, a woman has a comparative advantage in domestic care, while a man specializes in paid work. 

From this follows that the gains of marriage involve specialization and mutual dependence. This idea 

of the functional importance of sex-segregated roles strongly echoes earlier work from Parsons (1949). 

Becker goes on in arguing that the early female ages at marriage in 1950-1960s result from the fact 

that women were so specialized that they had to marry to be productive. In line with this theory, an 

increase in the earning capacities of women would decrease the incentives to marry and induce 

marriage instability as the gains from the specialized roles within a marriage diminish. Highly 

differentiated gender roles are thus seen as central to the institution of marriage and many earlier 

studies shared the view that female economic independence challenges this equilibrium (Preston and 

Richards 1975; Goldscheider and Waite 1986). 

Unlike Becker’s “new economist” perspective and the SDT framework, American scholar 

Valerie K. Oppenheimer underlines that the majority of singles still want to marry at some point in 

their lives (Oppenheimer 1994; Pongrácz and Spéder 2008)
8
. She primarly observes a delay of 

marriage, rather than an end to the era of marriage. In Oppenheimer’s critical reply (1988) to 

aforementioned economic and cultural theories, she points to job careers becoming increasingly 

unstable in her theory of marriage timing. She was strongly inspired by sharp increases in economic 

difficulties and inequalities among younger age groups in the United States during the 1980s (i.e. 

increased supply of the labor force because of the baby-boom cohort, steep age-earning profile jobs, 

etc.) (Easterlin et al. 1990; Oppenheimer et al. 1997; Blossfeld et al. 2005). Although the theoretical 

framework of the Second Demographic Transition has strongly contributed to the explanation of the 

increasing popularity of new family forms, it falls short in explaining how economic fluctuations have 

played their part as a determinant. As a result, recent research, addressing rising economic uncertainty 

within the context of globalization and economic crises, has applied the ideas of Oppenheimer to the 

European context as well (Mills and Blossfeld 2005; Kalmijn 2011). 

The theory of marriage timing draws heavily on the framework of the job-search theory. The 

application of this search theory assumes that every searcher (single) has imperfect knowledge of the 

marriage market. Individuals search for a minimum acceptable partner as only a very small proportion 

of potential partners represents a preferred or ‘perfect’ match. However, the search process is costly as 

it involves both direct (e.g. expenses on dating or psychological costs) and indirect (i.e. opportunity 

costs of not choosing for a certain partner) costs. As a result, the amount of time it takes to find a 

marriage partner is inextricably related to the minimally acceptable match the individual set and the 

costs and expected marital benefits (although not all returns are quantifiable) from searching. The 

availability of knowledge is of crucial importance in this theoretical perspective. Whereas some 

important assets are (more or less) directly available at any time (e.g. age, religion, physical 

appearance, personality features, etc.), Oppenheimer attributes a crucial role to one’s variable socio-

economic position. She reinstates older Malthusian ideas about the costs of marriage. Individuals in 

adverse labor market positions (e.g. unemployment or inactivity) are considered unattractive marriage 

                                                           
8
 In her paper of 1988 Oppenheimer even relates the micro-economic argument of women’s increasing economic 

independence as a challenge for the marriage institution to conservative voices opposing women’s emancipation. 
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partners as their economic resources are (temporarily) insufficient to set up a household (income 

aspect). This idea is further developed since Oppenheimer also distuingishes a career uncertainty 

aspect for individuals with a weak labor market attachment. It appears that cultural and social 

resources (e.g. communication skills, networking, etc.) contribute to partnering chances as well, but 

these are often acquired while establishing a succesful professional career. In addition, work structure 

couples’ lives (e.g. does work reduce time spent together at home?) and provides information on the 

socio-economic prospects of a marriage in the long run. In terms of the search theory, individuals in an 

uncertain situation (e.g. unemployment or with a short-term employment contract) may downgrade 

their minimally acceptable match to compensate for their own low status. Although this strategy limits 

search costs and promotes an earlier age of marriage, it increases the probability of a mismatch. 

Following Oppenheimer, this strategy therefore yields a high opportunity cost in marriage markets as 

accepting a poor marital match precludes a better match later. A more convenient strategy is to 

postpone the costly search for a spouse until individuals are established in the labor market, i.e. until 

enough information is available permitting a promising search process. Oppenheimer (1997) further 

argues that much selection may occur at very early eages in the marriage market, long before partners 

get emotionally involved or have even dated. In this stage, however, the “presorting” is difficult 

because of the lack of social cues. A drawback of the postponement strategy is that the availability of 

potential partners tends to decrease with incerasing ages as people marry off. Although younger people 

are more frequently career uncertain, the optimal time for marriage is at younger ages, given the larger 

pool of preferred partners. 

An additional asset of Oppenheimer’s theory is its explanatory power for the rise of unmarried 

cohabitation (Oppenheimer 2003; Kalmijn 2011). The decision to live together without being married 

takes young people out of (or avoids) high-cost search activities during a period of uncertainty while 

their partnership offers some of the benefits of marriage. In this sense, it allows career immature 

young adults to commit with a potential perfect match in a trial marriage. Among the economic 

benefits of unmarried cohabitation are the pooling of resources and economies of scale (Clarkberg 

1999; Nazio and Blossfeld 2003; Mills and Blossfeld 2005). The idea of cohabitation as a coping 

strategy is supported by Friedman and colleagues (1994) in the uncertainty reduction theory. The 

theory starts from the given that rational actors cannot predict the potential consequences of decisions 

under conditions of uncertainty. This situation precludes decision-making and therefore individuals 

aim to reduce uncertainty. This can be done in two ways. First, individuals may attempt to gather 

additional information on the probabilities of consequences of certain decisions which reduces 

uncertainty and turns it into a choice problem. Second, inviduals can draw on global strategies 

entailing entire paths of future courses of action to reduce uncertainty. These courses of action are 

often low risk investments in the sense that they involve commitments that are largely independent of 

the future. This is in line with the fact that the long-run financial obligations are often low in non-

marital partnerships. Unmarried cohabitation, or at least ‘doubling up’, may hence be regarded as one 

of these uncertainty reduction strategies (Easterlin et al. 1990). Given the lower costs it takes to 

cohabit, it is viable to form a cohabitation during a period of individual economic adversity. An 

important supplement to these theoretical considerations may be that coping strategies under 

uncertainty are strongly related to the initial living arrangements of individuals. Numerous studies 

have suggested that prolonged co-residence between parents and their adult children is associated with 

economic insecurities for the latter group (Aassve et al. 2002; Isengard and Szydlik 2012). As a result, 

unmarried cohabitation could be a more reasonable strategy under uncertainty for those living away 

from the parental home. Marriage, in contrast, usually requires more financial and emotional resources 

as larger investments are connected to it (e.g. costs of a wedding, buying a house, having a child, etc.). 

Cherlin (2004) argues that the normative expectations regarding economic independence and material 

living standards have even increased in the United States, considering marriage a symbol of high 
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status and personal achievement. In this respect, Cherlin notes that marriage was once something 

which someone routinely experiences and has now evolved to “something to be achieved through 

one’s own efforts”. In a similar vein, socio-cultural studies on marriage suggest that even in countries 

where unmarried cohabitation is considered as indistinguishable from marriage (e.g. Sweden), it may 

take a distinctive symbolic meaning and married couples are considered ‘more serious’ about their 

relationship (Bernhardt 2004; Bernhardt et al. 2007; Wiik et al. 2009). As a result, the economic 

approach to the rise of unmarried cohabitation principally emphasizes that cohabitation and marriage 

diverge in terms of commitment. While cultural theories highlight the institutionalization of unmarried 

cohabitation (i.e. its increasing normative acceptance), economic theories consider its high degree of 

feasibility as a comparative advantage for many young people.  

A second part of Oppenheimer’s criticism of the new economist approach was on the model of 

specialization (Oppenheimer 1994; Oppenheimer and Lew 1995; Oppenheimer 1997). In a historical 

overview she states that women in the past were regurarly involved in the labor force when 

circumstances required this (Oppenheimer 1982; Coontz 2005). In many instances, Oppenheimer 

argues, specialization was considered as an inflexible and risky strategy. As a result, it is not 

persuasive, from an economic historical point of view, to suggest that in the modern era marriage 

would erode. In addition, Oppenheimer “brought men back” into the scope of marriage analysis 

(Kalmijn 2011). Whereas the specialization model emphasizes the role of women’s rising 

employment, not much attention was being directed to the changes in men’s economic status. Most 

recent studies acknowledge that the effect of female employment on entry into a partnership is 

expected to depend on the symmetry of gender roles in a society (Thomson and Bernhardt 2010). In 

the rise of a dual-earners model both men and women’s employment positions are deemed to be 

important in examining partnership formation (Thomson and Bernhardt 2010; Kalmijn 2011; 

Jalovaara 2012). Self-sufficient women are attractive in gender-egalitarian settings since they are able 

to provide financial resources in establishing and maintaining the household. In this respect, women 

may ease the economic burden of forming a partnership on men. 

Ideas from Oppenheimer’s theory of marriage timing have also been related to a negative 

educational gradient in long-term cohabitation. The least educated group in particular experiences 

substantial economic constraints and therefore marriage is frequently out of reach (Perelli-Harris et al. 

2010b). Besides the perceived cost of a wedding, qualitative studies stress the importance of attaining 

a secure economic ground to marry (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Gibson-Davis et al. 2005; Smock et al. 

2005). Given financial insecurities and limited economic prospects, unmarried cohabitation, in turn, 

may provide an alternative path to reduce uncertainty in life-goals for lower social groups (Friedman 

et al. 1994). Particularly in the United States, rising demands regarding perceived living standards and 

consumption patterns have affected marriage patterns of lower educated and unskilled people. As a 

result, it has been suggested that modern marriage has developed into a symbol of prestige and 

personal achievement (Cherlin 2004). For the lowest educations, unmarried cohabitation often remains 

to serve as a second best option. A recent study on diversity in European cohabitation by Hiekel and 

colleagues (2014) finds that cohabitation due to economic reasons predominantly appears in central 

and eastern Europe.  

As presented in section 1.2.2, unmarried cohabitation is increasingly linked to childbearing 

(Kiernan 2001b; Raley 2001). In both European and American studies childbearing outside of a 

marriage (both for cohabiting and single mothers) has frequently been shown to have a negative 

educational gradient as well (Upchurch et al. 2002; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010b; Perelli-Harris and 

Gerber 2011). Ravanera and Rajulton (2004) suggest that women with less education often attain 

moterhood via shorter routes, bypassing marriage. Women with a higher education, in contrast, 

frequently follow the traditional path to childbearing, marked by marriage preceding parenthood 

(Sobotka 2008; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010b). Predominantly research in the United States shows that 
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low educated mothers have also higher risks to remain in unmarried cohabitation or even arrive in lone 

motherhood (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Lundberg and Pollak 2007; Sobotka 2008). Social policy debate 

has therefore been concerned with providing welfare provisions for cohabiting partners, and especially 

with the legal treatment of children of unmarried parents (Barlow 2004; Perelli-Harris and Sánchez 

Gassen 2012). To emphasize the association between non-marital childbearing and a potential 

accumulation of social risks, several authors have referred to the negative educational gradient of new 

family forms as representing a “Pattern Of Disadvantage” (POD) in the sense of social inequality 

(Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). Unconventional family forms are hence likely to be connected with 

deprivation and welfare dependency in the United States (Lichter et al. 2003; Mclanahan 2004). In this 

respect, it has been argued that the (new) demographic realities “are not kind to everyone” (Kiernan 

2004). 

1.3.3 Societal context and changing partnership formation 

The previous sections predominantly dealt with cultural and economic theories aiming to explain 

changing partnership formation in the last decades. However, as these changes have not occurred in a 

social vacuum, some aspects of context deserve a closer consideration. The section subsequently 

discusses cyclical effects of economic conditions, cultural settings and diffusion models. 

In her theory of marriage timing Oppenheimer (1988) identifies “the state of the economy” as a 

general exogenous factor that increases uncertainty in economic hardship and, in turn, hampers search 

activities of individuals at the marriage market. The economic prospects of potential partners may 

depress or become unclear and unreliable under macro-economic adversity, particularly among 

younger age groups (Xie et al. 2003; Verick 2009). Mills and Blossfeld (2005) have considered rising 

globalization as an important determinant of increased uncertainty for young Europeans. The forces of 

globalization have not only destabilized financial and economic markets, making future circumstances 

less predictable, but have also induced deregulation and privatization of economic activities as a result 

of increased competition between national economies. Most research has focused on the role of 

economic recessions. The great depression of the 1930s, the oil shocks during the 1970s, economic 

recessions in the mid-1980s and mid-1990s, economic declines in the aftermath of the collapse of 

communism in CEE countries and the recent economic crisis starting in 2008 have all entailed 

research on the association between macro-economic adversity and demographic behavior. Delayed 

partnership formation, marriage in particular, is suggested as one of the pathways through which the 

well-documented negative effect of aggregate-level economic adversity on fertility patterns operates 

(Sobotka et al. 2011). 

A review of the literature suggests three different mechanisms through which macro-economic 

adversity may affect union formation. First, an unfavorable economic context induces uncertainty 

because of increasing unemployment and decaying job characteristics. Under economic hardship 

young adults more frequently experience temporary employment and underemployment (Verick 

2009). In addition, wages tend to be depressed and opportunities for career advancement decrease 

(Kravdal 2002). Second, macro-economic adversity increases perceived individual uncertainty, even 

when individuals are employed (Anderson and Pontusson 2007; Erlinghagen 2008). As a result, 

studies on both partnership and family formation find that the negative impact of an adverse economic 

context persists when controlling for variation in individual employment characteristics (Kravdal 

2002; Özcan et al. 2010; Neels et al. 2013; De Lange et al. 2014). This suggests increased feelings of 

uncertainty concerning one’s own or a potential partner’s future incomes and employment prospects in 

periods of macro-economic adversities, which in turn postpone transitions to partnerships and 

parenthood. Third, social sciences have also shown a long-standing interest in the non-economic 

effects of economic hardship. In his early writings of 1897, Durkheim (1951) relates economic crises 
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to anomie and social pathologies, which in turn surge the risk of suicide. Tausig and Fenwick (1999) 

argue that, ever since the great depression of the 1930s, research on psychological and physical health 

in contexts of economic recession has shown serious adversity-induced well-being threats. The 

implications of macro-economic adversity with respect to well-being may hence add to the negative 

effects on transitions to adulthood. 

A final discussion of the association between aggregate-level conditions and partnership 

formation focuses on heterogeneity. This paragraph briefly considers two sources of variation in the 

effect of economic context on partnership formation: education and institutional settings. Concerning 

education, the impact of economic context is expected to vary because of diverging career trajectories. 

Highly educated groups generally have more labor market opportunities and tend to crowd out lower 

educated competitors for low status work when the job market is more tight under macro-economic 

adversity (Pollmann-Schult 2005). On the other hand, highly educated workers are frequently in long-

term career trajectories which yield higher earnings in later stages of increased job experience 

(Liefbroer and Corijn 1999). As a result, being unemployed, overqualified or uncertain of long-term 

employment may induce postponement of partnership transitions until being sufficiently established in 

the labor market. In terms of the marriage timing theory, we expect that this group is more likely to 

delay a search process for a partner in the event of macro-economic adversity. Lower educated 

individuals, in contrast, have less steep earning careers. Because of less favorable income and 

employment prospect, this group is expected to be less affected by macro-economic variation. In 

addition, the literature suggests that institutional and cultural settings determine the extent to which 

people are affected by rising uncertainty (DiPrete et al. 1997). We consider i) employment relations, 

ii) educational systems, iii) national welfare state regimes and iv) cultural factors (Mills and Blossfeld 

2005). While young adults entering the labor market are unprotected by seniority and lack a strong tie 

to work environments, people at older ages are often more established in their job career and have 

gained substantial labor force experience. Within closed employment relationship systems most of the 

already employed workers, so-called “insiders”, are relatively shielded against increasing macro-

economic adversity (Lindbeck and Snower 1988). Young newcomers, in contrast, are expected to have 

additional difficulties to launch a stable labor market career in an unstable economic context. In closed 

employment relationship system they have very limited bargaining power and firms often use the “last 

in – first out” principle. Younger workers are then the first to become unemployed when firms 

economize. In the context of strong educational expansion, a central role is also attributed to 

educational systems. In some countries education is more focused on a broad and theoretical 

understanding of occupational activities. However, in this system less attention is paid to real work 

situations and on-the-job work experience. Educational systems in other countries, however, 

emphasize practical on-the-job training, which in turn enhances school-to-work transitions. Further, 

the welfare state context is considered as a potential mediating aspect for economic uncertainty since 

generous welfare provisions may reduce the individual consequences of employment loss. Cross-

country research on perceived economic insecurity finds that active labor market policies and high 

unemployment benefits diminish feelings of uncertainty (Anderson and Pontusson 2007). Finally, in a 

study on the pro-cyclical relation between macro-economic fluctuations and fertility, Bernardi and 

colleagues (2008) note that the subjective interpretation of being at risk of job loss depends on cultural 

values acquired through socialization. As a result, we expect perceived uncertainty to differ between 

cultural settings. 

Deep-rooted normative views on partnership formation and the family are also considered to 

influence family forms. Proponents of the SDT theory consider cross-national variation of family 

forms as countries being at different stages of the SDT (Prinz 1995). The idea that country differences 

will eventually disappear has, however, been debated (Kuijsten 1996). Reher (1998) indicates that 

persistent cultural differences impede cross-national convergence in partnership formation. Despite the 
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fact that family attitudes and forms in all European countries tend to develop in the same direction, 

specific historical trajectories contribute to enduring divergence (Dalla Zuanna 2001). He points out 

that family ties - defined as the “the strength and resilience of family loyalties, allegiances and 

authority” - show considerable variation across western and southern Europe. In nothern and western 

Europe weak family ties prevail. In these regions the importance of the family tends to diminish 

during one’s teenager years and young adulthood. Southern European countries, in contrast, are 

characterized by strong family ties. Children leave the parental home at relatively old ages, sons bring 

their wives frequently to the parental home, the institution of marriage is highly valued, children often 

live near their parents after marriage and intergenerational support is important. Gauthier (2002) 

indicates that family policies to a great extent mirror cultural views on the family. Her findings 

suggest that if individual decisions on partnership and family formation are influenced by family 

policy, the policy context tends to reinforce demographic behavior. 

The (SDT) idea that partnership and family formation changes emerge similarly in different 

regions has been criticized in the literature (Sobotka 2008; Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011; Potârcă et 

al. 2013). This criticism pertains to the rise of new family forms in CEE countries in particular. Prior 

to the 1990s, it could still be argued that the new demographic trends would remain a northwestern 

European idiosyncrasy. Until then, features of the western European SDT did not cross the former 

geopolitical divides between west and east (Lesthaeghe 2010). The CEE’s social and political 

transformations of the 1990s, however, occurred in tandem with the accelerated emergence of new 

demographic trends such as cohabitation and non-marital childbearing (Kostova 2007; Zakharov 2008; 

Hoem et al. 2013). Coale (1973) provides a diffusion model to understand how new demographic 

behaviors spread among populations. In his publication Coale argues that three preconditions need to 

be met simultaneously for diffusion. First, “readiness” (R) reflects a cost-benefit calculation. The costs 

and benefits of adopting new behaviors include economic as well as social and psychological factors. 

Second, “willingness” (W) refers to the cultural and ethical acceptability of new forms of behavior. 

Finally, the “ability” (A) concerns the technical or legal means that are necessary to behave 

differently. This so-called “RWA model” (an acronym for being Ready, Willing and Able) is attractive 

as it jointly considers economic factors (R), cultural determinants (W), as well as technological and 

policy contexts (A). Within this framework, Lesthaeghe and Neels (2002) have observed that in 

western European countries “willingness” appears to be the limiting factor of new partnership forms, 

suggesting that the rise of cohabitation is predominantly conditioned by ideational elements (although, 

as suggested earlier, it is arguable that the rise of these attitudes cannot be considered as independent 

from progressing economic development). 

In a literature review Sobotka (2008) provides a thorough examination of the spread of new 

family forms in central and eastern Europe by the means of the RWA scheme. Prior to the 1990s, 

Sobotka argues, the peculiar combination of RWA factors helps to understand why some SDT 

behaviors spread in many countries (e.g. increased divorce), while others could not since at least one 

of the R-W-A dimensions acted as a bottleneck. For instance, a combination of preferential housing 

distribution, special marriage welfare provisions (Readiness), persisting norms in support of marriage 

(Willingness) and a low access to efficient contraception (Ability) contributed to early and universal 

patterns of marriage and parenthood. With respect to the willingness dimension changes in attitudes 

and norms emerged in younger generations after the fall of communism (Kon 1995; Lesthaeghe and 

Surkyn 2002; Sobotka et al. 2003; Stankuniene and Jasilioniene 2008). Urban and highly educated 

young people show, for instance, more liberal attitudes towards new family forms in countries such as 

Bulgaria, Poland and Romania (Dimitrova 2006; Kotowska et al. 2008; Mureşan et al. 2008). Some 

studies advocate that the relaxation of ideological controls, in Russia already emerging in the 1980s, 

facilitated the spread of western ideas and heralded a retreat from marriage (Thornton and Philipov 

2009; Gerber and Berman 2010). These ideational shifts correspond with the emerging value 
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orientations associated with the western European SDT. Also, the economic recovery in several CEE 

countries in the late 1990s did not entail a revival of earlier patterns of family forms. On the contrary, 

several SDT features even intensified (Lesthaeghe 2010). Hence, some scholars argue that, despite the 

deep social and economic crises, a classic second demographic transition could be in the making 

(Zakharov 1999; Zeman et al. 2001; Gerber and Berman 2010). However, Sobotka (2008) adds less 

weight to the willingness dimension since the prevailing anti-religiosity ideology under communism 

had already helped to erode some of the traditional norms related to marriage, the family and 

sexuality. There was relatively little resistance to new behaviors that would be considered as 

inappropriate in more traditional settings. He attributes more prominence to the Readiness factor. The 

fall of the state socialist regimes together with the transition to a capitalist market economy initiated a 

period of macro-economic and institutional difficulties. While standards of living fell due to increased 

unemployment and declining welfare support, visible rises in poverty emerged and the housing sector 

was largely privatized (resulting in higher housing costs) (Gerber 2002; Dorbritz 2003). As a result, 

the economic prospects of young adults became increasingly uncertain. This holds particularly for the 

least educated since human capital became the best protection against labor market insecurity (Kohler 

et al. 2002). For the group with the lowest qualifications, the pool of marriageable partners probably 

shrunk further under these adverse conditions (Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). Marriage became 

increasingly out of reach and because of their disadvantaged situation, women may have considered 

childbearing as a strategy of uncertainty reduction giving meaning to their existence, as well as to test 

their relationship with the father (Edin and Kefalas 2005). The social and economic turbulence in the 

transition to capitalist economies and the need for more flexible lifestyles were not compatible with 

the traditional ‘bourgeois ideal’ of the stable conjugal family. Predominantly the lowest social classes 

appeared therefore in the vanguard of alternative family forms during the 1990s (Sobotka 2008). 

Several studies report negative educational gradients in these family forms for different countries in 

the region: Hungary (Spéder 2005; Brădăţan and Kulcsar 2008), Bulgaria (Kostova 2007; Koytcheva 

and Philipov 2008), Romania (Hoem et al. 2009a; Hoem et al. 2013) and Russia (Perelli-Harris and 

Gerber 2011; Potârcă et al. 2013). Although the temporary unstable economic conditions may not 

explain the long-lasting demographic shifts, these have strongly contributed to the rising prevalence 

and acceptance of alternative living arrangements and family forms (Sobotka 2008). 

Allowing for cross-country differences in the progression of new family forms, these strands of 

literature have contributed to the criticism that the SDT construct has its limitations in predicting the 

diffusion of these forms in different regions (Potârcă et al. 2013). Although the western European SDT 

is considered as a prominent model for the rise of new family forms, it frequently makes short shrift of 

the country-specific backgrounds in which such forms may emerge in other regions (Coleman 2004; 

Micheli 2004). 

1.4 Aims and research questions of  the dissertation 

This dissertation focuses on the changes with respect to partnership and family formation that 

European countries have witnessed between the 1970s and 2000s. Predominantly the upsurge in non-

marital cohabitation stands out. Nowadays, the majority of Europeans experience at least a period of 

living unmarried together with a partner in their lives (Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). Moreover, with 

young adults increasingly making the transition to parenthood in unmarried cohabitation, marriage is 

losing its traditional monopoly on family formation (Kiernan 2001a; Raley 2001; Kennedy and 

Bumpass 2008). The SDT, the dominant narrative that is generally associated with these developments 

in living arrangements and family formation, envisages that industrialized countries will share similar 

trajectories and experience comparable changes (Sobotka 2008). This predicted convergence towards 

de-standardized and more complex family regimes raises questions as well. The framework of the 
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SDT refrains from incorporating the role of particular economic challenges such as individual and 

aggregate-level adversity. Also, we will add to the SDT framework by paying attention to the diversity 

of meanings that individuals attach to partnerships. Hence, this dissertation aims to gain insight in the 

criticisms of the SDT theory and to contribute to the literature on partnership and family forms. 

The main body of this dissertation encompasses four empirical chapters (chapters 2-5). The 

methodological focus is on event history models as three out of four chapters employ longitudinal data 

on partnership and childbearing histories. Chapter 4 uses a cross-sectional design. Except for chapter 

3, all chapters apply a cross-national comparative perspective. The dissertation is organized following 

the research questions formulated in this section. 

The first research objective of this dissertation verifies to what extent aggregate-level economic 

condititions are associated with union formation. This leads us to the following first research question: 

1. What is the role of macro-level economic conditions with regard to changes in timing and type of 

first union in western European countries? 

It has often been suggested that adverse macro-economic conditions affect the establishment of young 

adults’ family life (Oppenheimer 1988; Mills and Blossfeld 2005). The negative short-term impact of 

economic recession and rising unemployment on fertility is well documented in the literature (Kravdal 

2002; Adsera 2005; Sobotka et al. 2011; Neels et al. 2013). Whereas postponement of union formation 

has been suggested as one of the main pathways through which macro-level economic conditions 

affect fertility (Sobotka et al. 2011), few papers have directly addressed the effect of aggregate 

economic conditions on union formation in different European countries. This dissertation studies this 

relation in western European countries. Theoretical progress is hence made by providing empirical 

evidence on the role of the economic determinants of partnership formation. Further, this study pays 

particular attention to the association with the type of the first union (i.e. unmarried cohabitation or 

marriage). The incompatibility between entry into an unmarried cohabitation and an adverse economic 

context is expected to be smaller. Since marriage is characterized by higher commitment and increased 

investments, we expect a more pronounced postponement effect of adverse economic conditions for 

this union type. In this respect, we also add to research on the compatibility between partnership types 

and economic adversity (Kravdal 1999; Oppenheimer 2003; Kalmijn 2011). 

Chapter 2 uses survey data from the Harmonized Histories for five western European countries: 

Belgium, France, the Netherlands, Norway and the United Kingdom. The Harmonized Histories is a 

standardized comparative database of reproductive and union histories constructed from different 

surveys in several European countries (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010a). For Belgium, France and Norway 

data are drawn from the first wave of the Generations and Gender Surveys (GGS). Data for the 

Netherlands are obtained from the Fertility and Family Surveys (FFS), whereas the British Household 

Panel Survey (BHPS) equips the analyses with data for the United Kingdom. The individual-level data 

from the Harmonized Histories are complemented with aggregate-level time-series data on 

harmonized unemployment rates for the period 1970-2004 (OECD 2011). 

The second research objective expands the analysis of the first research aim. The second research 

question is as follows: 

2. To what extent do the associations between micro- and macro-level economic conditions and the 

transition to a first co-residential union differ by educational level and gender? 

Information on macro-level economic conditions is combined with individual-level labor market 

positions. This allows us to verify whether the association of macro-level economic context and 

partnership entry persists when controlling for individual employment (De Lange et al. 2014). In 
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addition, interactions between individual and macro-economic conditions on the one hand and 

education on the other are tested to examine whether labor market insecurities differentially affect 

educational groups in their entry into a first union. This aspect of the dissertation unveils how different 

educational groups attach diverging meanings to union formation and how partnership transitions fit in 

different labor market trajectories. Highly educated individuals are expected to adopt a postponement 

strategy during individual or macro-economic adversity more frequently. Moreover, this chapter 

advances our knowledge on union formation by focusing on gender differentials in the role of 

economic conditions. Building on previous literature, the female economic prerequisites for 

partnership formation are thought to depend on gender egalitarianism (Kalmijn 2011). 

Chapter 3 draws on French GGS data (combining first and second wave information) and time-

series on unemployment rates from Eurostat between 1993 and 2008. The analysis uses education- and 

gender-specific macro-level data of monthly unemployment (Eurostat 2014a, 2014b). 

The third research aim adresses the link between partnership forms and family formation and how this 

association is characterized by socio-economic position. This results in the following research 

questions: 

3. What are the educational differentials in marriage intentions among cohabitants before, during 

and after the family formation process? Do these educational gradients apply differently to 

western European and CEE countries? 

The focus is on the attitudes that cohabiting individuals show towards marriage at different stages in 

the family formation process. A cross-sectional research design is used to investigate the educational 

gradient in short-term marriage intentions combined with the intention of having a child. According to 

different strands of literature, the diffusion of partnership forms such as unmarried cohabitation and 

non-marital childbearing emerge from a particular societal context. In western European and CEE 

countries this leads to different socio-economic pathways of adopting new family forms (Sobotka 

2008). The first pathway, in line with the classic narrative of the SDT, considers behavioral and value 

changes as driven by secular individualism. The second pathway focuses on constraints as a factor 

fostering new family forms among disadvantaged social groups. Cultural and disadvantage theories 

are not necessarily mutually exclusive but may reflect varying motivations underlying new family 

forms in different social groups (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 2002; Sobotka 2008). Applying a 

comparative approach, the study adds to the literature by examining the educational gradient in 

marriage and childbearing intentions within these different European regions. This chapter explicitly 

contrasts different SDT and POD hypotheses by assessing educational differentials in family 

formation strategies and how these arguments apply differently for western European and CEE 

countries. 

Hitherto, research has predominantly focused on educational differentials in childbearing within 

cohabitation or among singles, but few studies concern the intentions underlying these behaviors. This 

chapter studies whether the view that unmarried cohabitation is an adequate childbearing setting 

differs according to educational level. The analysis is executed for individuals with different parities 

and childbearing plans and therefore allows to evaluate the meaning of cohabitation at different stages 

of the family formation process. 

The third research question is considered in chapter 4. For a group of western European (France, 

Germany, the Netherlands and Norway) and CEE countries (Bulgaria, Georgia and Russia) the chapter 

examines the educational gradients in the intentions to marry among cohabitants at different stages of 

the family formation process. Cross-sectional data on marriage and fertility intentions are used from 

the GGS for these 7 European countries. The selection of the specific countries within the country 

groups results from data availabiltiy. 
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The final research objective explicitly relates the emergence of new living arrangements to trends in 

family formation between the 1970s and 2000s. The final research question is hence as follows: 

4. To what extent can changing patterns of union formation explain trends in synthetic parity 

progression ratios for first births in Europe? 

In both northwestern Europe and CEE countries, postponement of parenthood coincides with 

substantial changes in partnership formation patterns (Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). According to the 

theory of the Second Demographic Transition (SDT), changes in fertility and nuptiality patterns are 

both related to cultural shifts (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988; Van de Kaa 1996, 2001). The empirical 

support for cultural explanations of fertility is, however, limited and childbearing decisions are 

increasingly related to factors such as educational expansion and macro-economic conditions. 

Therefore, it suggested that individuals with post-materialist values have lower short-term fertility 

intentions and opt more frequently for low commitment living arrangements (e.g. singlehood or 

unmarried cohabitation) and delay family-building institutions such as marriage (and hence 

parenthood) (Van de Kaa 2001; Mulder 2003). In addition, it is suggested that partnership formation 

may also be a pathway for economic fluctuations affecting fertility. This implies an indirect impact of 

both value orientations (i.e. post-materialism) and constraining factors (e.g. economic adversity), via 

partnership formation, on fertility timing. This study therefore aims to examine the association 

between union formation and the entry into parenthood in three European countries (Hungary, Norway 

and the United Kingdom). To this end, the analysis first takes economic factors into account (i.e. 

education and economic context) and subsequently assesses the empirical relevance of changing living 

arrangements in accounting for aggregate-level trends of entry into parenthood between the 1970s and 

2000s. 

Chapter 5 aims to answer the final research question on the relation between living 

arrangements and first birth trends between the 1970s and 2000s. Complex partnership trajectories 

and postponement of marriage are suggested to affect entry into parenthood. The analysis 

employs the fertility and partnership histories of the Harmonized Histories data to estimate observed 

and fitted synthetic progression ratios for first births (SPPR1) for the three different countries. Because 

the outcomes of this chapter strongly depend on the quality of these first birth trends, the time-series 

calculated on the survey data are compared to vital statistics. 

Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation by summarizing the main results and discussing the dissertation’s 

limitations. In addition, it presents the implications of the findings and suggests avenues for future 

research. 

The final contribution of this dissertation is its concern with data quality. To answer our research 

questions, the majority of the analyses predominantly use retrospective longitudinal data of the GGS 

(Vikat et al. 2007). By the means of event history methods, partnership and childbearing events are 

related to both time-constant and time-varying covariates. However, the retrospective design of this 

survey raises questions on the accuracy of collected event histories, as several sources of bias have 

been documented in the literature (Blossfeld and Rohwer 2002; Blossfeld et al. 2007). Hence, the 

appendix provides information about the quality of retrospective longitudinal data on first marriage 

and total fertility in the first wave of the GGS. The total survey error approach is used to discuss the 

potential sources of error in surveys such as the GGS (Weisberg 2009). The objective is to assess the 

joint effect of different sources of error on the validity of demographic GGS data. The analysis uses 

the marriage and fertility histories to compare country-specific period as well as cohort indicators of 

women’s nuptiality and fertility behavior to vital statistics. The empirical chapters of this dissertation 

have benefitted from this information when deciding on the observation periods to include in the 
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different analyses. We consider this contribution as a very crucial and valuable component of the 

dissertation since the validity of our results and conclusions critically depends on the quality of the 

retrospective collected histories. 
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Chapter 2 

2. The association between macro-level economic context and first 

union formation (1970-2004) in five western European countries 

2.1 Introduction 

For several decades economic shocks have inspired researchers to investigate the relationship between 

economic conditions and demographic behavior. With the recent financial crisis hitting economies in 

continental Europe, the topic has gained renewed interest (Sobotka et al. 2011). Because a substantial 

amount of evidence suggests that young school-leavers are a particularly vulnerable group in adverse 

economic conditions (Gangl 2002; Bell et al. 2007; Verick 2009; Skirbekk et al. 2010; Danzinger and 

Ratner 2010), researchers have drawn attention to the hampering effects of economic insecurity on 

transitions in young adulthood (Lee 1990; Adsera 2005; Berkowitz King 2005; Mills and Blossfeld 

2005; Buchholz et al. 2009; Sobotka et al. 2011; Kreyenfeld et al. 2012). Previous studies have 

primarily shown a negative impact of individual- and aggregate-level insecure economic conditions on 

fertility (Kravdal 2002; Adsera 2005; Kreyenfeld 2010; Goldstein et al. 2013). In countries where the 

tie between marriage and childbearing has remained strong, delayed union formation has been 

suggested as one of the pathways through which economic context induces postponement of fertility 

(Sobotka et al. 2011). Although numerous studies provide evidence for the association between 

individual-level economic variables and union formation (Kravdal 1999; Oppenheimer 2003; Xie et al. 

2003; Wiik 2009; Kalmijn 2011; Jalovaara 2012), few papers have adressed the relationship between 

macro-level economic conditions, first union formation and type of first union in Europe (Prioux 

2003; De Beer 2012; De Lange et al. 2014). 

In this study we focus on the association between aggregate-level economic context and entry 

into a first union (at the individual level) in five western European countries. We expect economic 

conditions to affect both the timing of entry into a first co-residential union (i.e. postponement) and 

type of this union (i.e. unmarried cohabitation as a strategy to cope with adverse economic conditions). 

We first analyze the effect of economic context on the timing of the first union, regardless of wether 

this is marriage or unmarried cohabitation. Subsequently, conditional on having entered a first union, 

we investigate the association of economic context with the type of union (i.e. marriage or 

cohabitation) that young adults enter. Age differentials in the effect of economic context are 

considered in both parts of the analyis. Because of diverging welfare state characteristics and the 

country-specific particularities in union formation patterns, the chapter pays attention to between-

country differences. 

Despite our focus on the impact of economic context on union formation we avoid a 

monocausal (economic) explanation of nuptiality patterns (Lichter et al. 2002). The impact of short-

term economic fluctuations should be distinguished from long-term shifts in union formation, which 

may reflect shifts in values and attitudes regarding family life and children (De Beer 2012; Cherlin et 

al. 2013). These cultural changes are associated with an increased emphasis on higher order needs and 

rejection of traditional forms of authority which, in turn, provoked the weakening of the traditional 

family and marriage as a central institution (Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa 1986; Lesthaeghe and Neels 

2002; Sobotka 2008; Lesthaeghe 2010). 
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2.2 Theoretical Framework 

This section starts with a discussion of studies relating macro-level economic context to partnership 

formation (2.2.1), and how this association is differentiated by age (2.2.2), gender (2.2.3) and union 

type (2.2.4). Finally, country differences are highlighted with respect to both welfare state 

characteristics and union formation patterns (2.2.5). 

2.2.1 Macro-level economic uncertainty and union formation 

Increasing levels of unemployment often signal deteriorating labor market conditions and economic 

insecurities. Özcan et al. (2010) have indicated that aggregate unemployment may affect individual 

demographic behavior, even if a person does not experience a spell of unemployment. Studies on 

fertility combining (un)employment measured at the individual-level and aggregate-level show that 

postponement effects, induced by an adverse economic context, persist while controlling for individual 

labor market status (Hoem 2000; Kravdal 2002; Neels et al. 2013). Under unfavorable economic 

circumstances the prospects of having a stable job and sufficient income to support a family grow 

worse. Both changing risk perceptions, a general sense of uncertainty without actually being affected 

by an unfavorable labor market experience (Anderson and Pontusson 2007; Erlinghagen 2008), or an 

average wage decrease may account for this (Kravdal 2002). As a result, even employed individuals 

are likely to experience the threat of economizing companies. 

European studies on the association between macro-level economic insecurities and partnership 

formation generally correlate macro-level indicators of the economic cycle with aggregate-level 

partnering trends. De Beer (2012) finds that marriage percentages in the Netherlands follow the 

economic confidence index, accounting for the decreasing long-term marriage trend (period 1972-

2012). In other words, short-term variation in marriage rates shows to be strongly associated with 

fluctuations in the economic confidence. For France, Prioux (2003) provides support for a compelling 

correlation between youth unemployment and first union formation between 1975 and 1998. The 

author concludes that economic context exerts a powerful influence on the timing of union formation 

in France. The amount of research that examines the effect of macro-economic uncertainty on 

individual-level data, however, is limited. Only for the Netherlands we find a study by De Lange and 

colleagues (2014) which relates macro-economic uncertainty to individual partnership histories. Their 

findings suggest that higher aggregate unemployment rates affect, net of individual labor market 

position, cohabitation and marriage hazards negatively in the Netherlands between 1970 and 2000. 

This leads to the conclusion that young couples are prone to postpone partnership formation under 

adverse macro-economic conditions in the Netherlands. 

2.2.2 Age 

Macro-economic conditions are expected to affect young workers in particular (OECD 2008; Verick 

2009). They are often unexperienced and aim to meet the common demands for partnership and family 

formation such as income stability and good housing (Rindfuss and VandenHeuvel 1990; Kravdal 

1999). Distinguishing ‘insiders’ from ‘outsiders’ in the labor market (Lindbeck and Snower 1988), 

young school-leavers are a specific group of outsiders because they have to compete with experienced 

workers (insiders) for vacant jobs. Since wages and the legal positions of workers are bargained 

between employers and insiders, the latter can satisfy their interests of maintaining a stable 

employment position. Outsiders generally do not play a role in this process and are excluded (De 

Vreyer et al. 2000). As a result, young school-leavers are generally fired first in economizing 

companies and uncertainty concerning job stability persists during their first professional activities. 

Gaining a stable labor market position is therefore often hampered (Wolbers 2007). Hence, the volatile 
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labor market positions of young employees potentially lead to insecurity and uncertainty during their 

transition to adulthood (Gangl 2002; Mills and Blossfeld 2005). Further, a later entry into a co-

residential union may be, at least partially, related to a prolonged enrolment in education during 

economic adversity. Poor labor market perspectives possibly depress the opportunity costs of human 

capital investments. Evidence from southern Europe, Sweden and central and eastern Europe has 

suggested that educational enrolment expanded rapidly during the economic instabilities of the 1980s 

and 1990s (Hoem 2000; Kotowska et al. 2008). An extended school career may thus be competing 

with union formation under adverse economic conditions (Kohler et al. 2002). 

2.2.3 Gender 

For men favorable economic prospects are hypothesized to facilitate partnership formation, whereas 

uncertainty hampers this transition (Oppenheimer 1988, 2003; Kalmijn 2011). Findings by De Lange 

and colleagues (2014) for the Netherlands suggest that economic uncertainty at the macro level delays 

both entry into a first union and marriage among men. For women gender context plays an important 

role in shaping the effect of economic conditions (Thomson and Bernhardt 2010). The female labor 

force participation rates in egalitarian societies tend to be more similar to those of men than is the case 

in male-breadwinner societies. If female economic resources are considered important within a 

household, the effects of macro-economic conditions are likely to become more substantial for female 

workers (Oppenheimer 1994; Oppenheimer et al. 1997; Kreyenfeld et al. 2012). Verick (2009), on the 

other hand, highlights that women are frequently employed in service and public sectors which are less 

sensitive to changing macro-economic conditions. Gender differences are however likely to remain 

limited when we take a couple perspective. Economic vulnerability of men and women tends to 

influence one another indirectly since they proceed together to a partnership. The experience of 

increased uncertainty by either partner (either the man or woman’s side) may suffice to postpone the 

formation of a partnership (Kalmijn 2011). Hence, as men and women act in a common economic 

context, they are exposed to the same macro-level conditions and therefore expected to show similar 

associations. In addition, a partner’s employment status, educational level or age may be of 

importance as these factors frequently mediate the economic vulnerability of individuals. 

2.2.4 Unmarried cohabitation 

In Valerie Oppenheimer’s theory of marriage timing (1988), singles in unstable job careers are 

unattractive marriage partners since their economic resources are temporarily insufficient and career 

perspectives are uncertain. Hence, young labor market entrants postpone marriage as long as their 

professional career lacks maturity. Given that consensual unions are better suited for individuals with 

an uncertain economic position (Oppenheimer 2003), this theory also explains the widespread 

emergence of unmarried cohabitation in this group. The association between economic context and 

individuals’ entry into unmarried cohabitation may however be difficult to predict: not only do 

cohabiting unions show a high degree of heterogeneity, but also the expectations of cohabitating 

partners about the nature of their liaison diverge (Murphy 2000). Only since the decline of marriage 

amidst the younger age groups, starting from the early 1970s onwards, European cohabitation has 

become widespread as a prelude (or alternative) to marriage (Kiernan 2004). This substantial change 

in partnering trends within western European societies has frequently been related to the cultural shifts 

associated with the second demographic transition (Lesthaeghe 2010). Despite this common link, 

considerable diversity is found regarding the meaning, prevelance and legal status of cohabitation in 

western Europe (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; Kiernan 2004; Kasearu and Kutsar 2011; Perelli-

Harris and Sánchez Gassen 2012; Hiekel et al. 2014). 
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A large body of research challenges the hypothesis that couples generally experience 

cohabitation as an alternative for marriage. First, despite a substantial rise in non-marital fertility, 

marriage remains – even in the most recent decades – the predominant childbearing (and particularly 

childrearing) setting throughout Europe (Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). Second, studies suggest relatively 

weak levels of partnership commitment and relationship satisfaction among cohabitants as higher 

separation risks have been demonstrated for unmarried cohabitors (Hoem and Hoem 1992; Andersson 

and Philipov 2002; Heuveline et al. 2003; Wiik et al. 2012). In correspondence, analyses on marriage 

intentions show that separation risks are lower, while relationship satisfaction and commitment are 

higer, among cohabiting couples with marriage plans relatively to cohabitants without marriage 

intentions (Bernhardt et al. 2007; Wiik et al. 2010). Third, the economic prerequisites (such as the 

completion of schooling, financial independence, job stability, etc.) for entering a cohabitation are 

found to be relatively low (Kalmijn and Luijkx 2005; Liefbroer 2005; Mäenpää 2009; Wiik 2009; 

Kalmijn 2011; Jalovaara 2012). Norms and expectations about material standards and prerequisites are 

considered more stringent for marriage. 

This is in line with the idea, predominantly articulated in American literature on cohabitation, 

that consensual unions have some attractive features in a context of uncertainty (Oppenheimer 2003). 

This view on cohabitation matches a flexible partnership type with volatile and uncertain labor market 

circumstances (Mills and Blossfeld 2005). In this respect, low dissolution costs, pooling of resources 

and economies of scale are important characteristics of unmarried cohabitation (Oppenheimer 1988; 

Liefbroer and Dourleijn 2006). This corresponds with the argument that cohabitation provides an 

intermediate status for young couples experiencing uncertainty and not achieving the perceived 

financial and material standards to marry (Smock et al. 2005). Induced by a detoriorating economic 

context, couples may postpone their transition to marriage and temporarily opt for cohabitation 

(Clarkberg 1999; Oppenheimer 1994, 2003). As such, it is frequently regarded as an experiment or 

‘trial’ marriage where clear indications about a couple’s future perspectives can be gathered (Lillard et 

al. 1995; Clarkberg 1999). A shift from single living to non-marital cohabitation is equivalently 

considered as a strategy to cope with economic uncertainty (Easterlin et al. 1990; Nazio and Blossfeld 

2003; Buchholz et al. 2009). Easterlin and colleagues (1990) argue that the American baby boom 

generation has succeeded in ameliorating their economic well-being, notwithstanding unfavorable 

labor market circumstances, through postponement of union formation (e.g. prolongation of living in 

the parental home) and an increase in consensual unions. 

2.2.5 Country-specific differentials in the impact of economic context 

The analysis includes five different countries (Belgium, France, the Netherlands, Norway and the 

United Kingdom). These countries show variation in terms of institutional settings and partnership 

trends. As regards the timing of entry into a first union we expect that variation in labor markets and 

welfare state context possibly affects the relation between economic context and union formation. 

Countries characterized by generous welfare benefits may, for instance, reduce the financial 

consequences of employment loss (Sobotka et al. 2011). Research on perceived economic insecurity 

confirms that active labor market policies and higher unemployment benefits significantly diminish 

subjective job insecurity and worries about the loss of resources due to unemployment (Anderson and 

Pontusson 2007). In this respect, Table 2.1 presents three aspects of the welfare regimes of the 

countries considered: benefit replacement ratios, benefit duration and expenditure on ALMP (Active 

Labor Market Policy) (in percentage of GDP). With respect to type of the first union, it is assumed that 

the dominant meaning of cohabitation within a country alters the extent to which marriage and 

cohabitation are differently affected by economic circumstances. In a setting with substantial 
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differences in terms of commitment and investments between these partnership types, it is expected 

that economic context shows diverse associations. 

Belgium depicts conservative (or corporatist) welfare regime features where traditional families 

and the principle of subsidiarity are central. Welfare policies are designed to reduce the harmful 

consequences of the failure of the family with respect to welfare provisions (Esping-Andersen 1999). 

However, indicators in Table 2.1 demonstrate that the Belgian welfare regime displays other 

characteristics as well. Belgium devotes an increasing proportion of its resources to the activation of 

unemployed workers. Unemployment benefit ratios are moderate from an international perspective, 

but are also stable (in terms of the levels of the benefits) over an extended duration of unemployment. 

Regarding the role of unmarried cohabitation, Belgium shows to be rather conservative compared to 

other European countries where unmarried cohabitation (before marriage) and childbearing within 

cohabitation (which is often used as an indication of the similarity between marriage and cohabitation) 

has increased sooner (Deboosere et al. 2009). In general, traditional partnership trajectories were 

dominant between the 1970s and 2000s. The majority of pre-marital cohabitations were short-lived, 

childless and often a prelude to marriage (particularly in Flanders) (Timberlake and Heuveline 2005; 

Deboosere et al. 2009; Kasearu and Kutsar 2011). 

Similar to Belgium, France is classified among the corporatist welfare state regimes. France is 

predominantly situated amidst countries having moderate unemployment benefit ratios (Table 2.1), 

with a replacement ratio of 0.23 suggesting a temporary cut in the unemployment benefits in the 

1970s. Although benefit durations were initially short, increases appeared during the 1980s and 1990s. 

Further, policy makers have progressively invested in labor market activation. With respect to 

partnership formation, France has experienced a dramatic shift in type of first union between the 1960s 

and 1990s. While in 1970 one union in five was formed outside the context of marriage, the share of 

couples starting their union as unmarried cohabitants augmented to 90 per cent in the 1990s 

(Toulemon 1997; Toulemon and de Guibert-Lantione 1998). In addition, France has become a 

forerunner in non-marital childbearing (Klüsener et al. 2013). Marriage was no longer a precondition 

for entering parenthood. About 90 per cent of the female 1949-53 cohort was married when having 

their first child, whereas this proportion decreased below 40 per cent among French women born 

twenty years later (Corijn 2001). According to Heuveline and Timberlake (2004) cohabitation in 

France is frequently considered as an ‘alternative for marriage’. This implies that cohabitation is 

prevalent in adulthood, often long-lived and a relatively high amount of children-years are spent with 

cohabiting parents. 

The prevailing welfare regime in the Netherlands is often placed between the corporatist and 

social-democratic regimes. Its social security system contains universal benefits as well as earnings-

related insurances. However, the degree of social spending has decreased and principles based on 

individual responsibility have increasingly been introduced (Van Oorschot 2006). Historically, the 

benefit replacement ratio was very high in the Netherlands (Table 2.1). The duration index points to a 

moderate length of the high unemployment benefits and the proportion of investments in active labor 

market policies has increased over time. With respect to patterns of partnership forms the popularity of 

pre-marital cohabitation has significantly increased from the late 1960s onwards. While a majority of 

birth cohorts preceding 1950 opted for a direct marriage, about 70 per cent of the 1961-1970 birth 

cohorts started their union by living together outside the marriage context (Liefbroer and Dykstra 

2000). Nevertheless, more than 80 per cent of the female 1965-1969 birth cohort gives birth within 

marriage (Alders and De Graaf 2001). In this sense, marriage appears still very relevant when partners 

are highly committed to their partnership. 

In Norway egalitarian insurance schemes are implemented in order to detach individual welfare 

from the family (defamilialization) and market forces (decommodification). Crucial to this system is 

its commitment to attain full employment (Esping-Andersen 1990). Although Norway may have been 
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Table 2.1: Welfare state policies: unemployment benefit index, duration index and expenditure on 

active labor market policies 

 1965-1972 1973-1979 1980-1987 1988-1995 1999 

Unemployment Benefit Replacement Ratios, 1960-1995
1 2 

Belgium 0.40 0.55 0.50 0.48 0.46 

France 0.51 0.23 0.61 0.58 0.59 

Netherlands 0.64 0.65 0.67 0.70 0.70 

Norway 0.13 0.28 0.56 0.62 0.62 

UK 0.36 0.34 0.26 0.22 0.17 

Unemployment Benefit Duration Index, 1960-1995
3 

Belgium 0.96 0.78 0.79 0.77 0.78 

France 0.23 0.19 0.37 0.49 0.47 

Netherlands 0.35 0.53 0.66 0.57 0.64 

Norway 0.07 0.45 0.49 0.50 0.60 

UK 0.59 0.54 0.71 0.70 0.96 

Expenditure on Active Labor Market Policies (% GDP), 1975-1995
4 

Belgium  0.7 1.3 1.4  

France  0.2 0.7 1.3  

Netherlands  0.2 1.0 1.3  

Norway  0.9 0.6 1.3  

UK  0.4 0.7 0.4  
1
 Benefit for those who become unemployed as a consequence of a collective layoff 

2
 Source: OECD. Based on the replacement ratio in the first year of an unemployment spell, averaged over three 

family types (Nickell 2003). 
3
 Source: OECD. Level of benefit in the later years of the unemployment spell normalized on the benefit in the 

first year: [0.6 (2nd and 3rd year replacement ratio) + 0.4 (4th and 5th year replacement ratio)] / (1st year 

replacement ratio) (Nickell 2003). 
4
 Source: 1975 – Janoski (1994); 1985 and 1995 – OECD (2000) 

pioneering activation policies in the 1970s (spending 0.9 per cent of the GDP on activation), the 

ALMP expenditure after 1980 is in line with that of other countries (Table 2.1) (OECD 2012). The 

high Norwegian labor force participation ratios may relate to this finding. In the late 1960s and 1970s 

the unemployment benefits levels were far below those in other countries. The ratio is somewhat lower 

than in the Netherlands during the 1980s and 1990s. The unemployment benefit duration index 

indicates rather short lengths of high benefits. With respect to union formation patterns, pre-marital 

cohabitation has developed more slowly in Norway than in other Scandinavian countries (Noack 

2001). Based on figures of the GGS, we observe that the proportion of first unions starting as 

unmarried cohabitation was comparable to France for the period 1970-2004. Kiernan (2004) further 

shows that parenthood is somewhat more related to cohabitation in comparison with France. This does 

not rule out the importance of marriage as the majority in Norway still eventually marries (Noack 

2001). 

Finally, the United Kingdom welfare state is typically considered as liberal. In this regime type 

benefits are typically means-tested and directed to the lowest incomes who are guaranteed a minimum 

wage. The state intervention is in other words only marginal (Esping-Andersen 1990). This is 

translated into the performance of the UK in terms of activation policy and unemployment benefits 

(Table 2.1). The proportion of the ALMP expenditure is the lowest from an international perspective. 

Although the replacement level of the unemployment benefits is typically very low (0.17-0.36), it 

appears constant over the length of an unemployment spell (> 0.70 from the 1980s onwards). In the 

UK living together before marrying has become a widespread practice. Figures for the 1990s show 

that three out of four married women had cohabited with their partner before their wedding date. This 

proportion was limited to 33 per cent in the late 1970s (Haskey 2001). Cohabiting unions are 
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predominantly short-lived and often a childfree prelude to marriage. They either convert into marriage 

or break up. Only a (growing) minority of cohabitors had children in the early 2000s. 

2.3 Research hypotheses 

This section summarizes the research questions and hypotheses that will be addressed in the remainder 

of this chapter. The first question inquires whether adverse macro-economic conditions affect the 

timing of entering a first union in the five countries considered. In line with theoretical arguments 

discussed in the previous sections, we hypothesize that an adverse economic context has been 

associated with lower hazards of entering a first co-residential union between 1970 and 2004 (H1a). 

The second part of the first hypothesis addresses the role of welfare state provisions that potentially 

mediate the effect of subjective insecurity. It is hypothesized that the relation between macro-level 

economic adversity and the entry into a first union is stronger in countries with less generous 

economic protection schemes (H1b). 

The second objective of the chapter is to differentiate the impact of economic context by living 

arrangement, distinguishing between direct marriage and unmarried cohabitation. In this respect, the 

literature suggests that unmarried cohabitation may act as a coping strategy under adverse economic 

conditions: commitment and investments are typically lower compared to marriage, while combining 

resources in a household provides economies of scale (Clarkberg 1999; Buchholz et al. 2009). As a 

result, we expect adverse macro-economic conditions to have a more pronounced negative association 

with entry into marriage compared to unmarried cohabitation (H2a). In correspondence with 

between-country variation regarding union formation patterns, some differences between countries are 

expected in the association between economic context and union type. In countries where cohabitation 

has become an evident and a more permanent choice for young adults, the relation of economic 

context with cohabitation and marriage is thought to be more similar. In countries characterized by a 

lower prevalence of pre-marital cohabitation and a strong tie between childbearing and marriage, 

cohabitation may be frequently regarded as a trial marriage or prelude to marriage. Less committed 

couples with low expectations are hence expected to be more frequently selected in cohabitation, while 

highly committed couples directly proceed to marriage. Consequently, we assume that aggregate-level 

adversity relates to marriage, relatively to cohabitation, to a greater extent in countries characterized 

by more traditional union and family formation patterns (H2b). 

The final hypothesis addresses the age differentials in the impact of economic context on first 

union formation. Given that young adults entering the labor market are more strongly affected by 

adverse economic circumstances (Verick 2009), we predict that particularly the youngest age groups 

delay partnership formation and opt for cohabitation more frequently when the economic context 

deteriorates (H3). 

2.4 Data and methods 

2.4.1 Data 

The analyses use data from the Harmonized Histories on union histories in five European countries: 

Belgium, France, the Netherlands, Norway and the United Kingdom. These countries were selected 

for providing the required data throughout the period considered (1970-2004)
9
. The Harmonized 

Histories is a standardized comparative database of reproductive and union histories constructed from 

different surveys in several European countries (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). For Belgium, France and 

                                                           
9
 Except for the Netherlands: the observation period ends in 2003 due to an earlier survey timing of the Dutch 

FFS. 
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Norway data are drawn from the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS). Data for the Netherlands 

were obtained from the Fertility and Family Surveys (FFS), whereas the British Household Panel 

Survey (BHPS) provides data for the United Kingdom. The retrospective design of these surveys 

raises questions on the accuracy of collected event histories, as several sources of bias have been 

documented in the literature (Blossfeld et al. 2007). Analyses assessing the quality of demographic 

data in the GGS show that female first marriage rates calculated retrospectively from the GGS 

approximate vital statistics quite well from the 1970s onwards (Vergauwen et al. 2015). Bias may 

result from errors in reporting the start and dissolution of consensual unions (Hayford and Morgan 

2008), but the validity of retrospective data in this respect could not be assessed given the lack of 

comparable data available from external sources (e.g. census or vital registration). 

2.4.2 Model specifications and dependent variables 

Multilevel discrete-time event history models are used to analyze i) the impact of economic context on 

entry into a first union between 1970 and 2004. The analysis observes individuals between age 15 and 

entry into a first co-residential union, regardless of union type (i.e. direct marriage or cohabitation). 

Using logistic regression we subsequently examine ii) the type of union among those having entered a 

co-residential union (i.e. conditional on having entered a co-residential union). To exclude the pre-

arrival experience of first generation immigrants and to tackle a possible link between union formation 

and immigration we observe migrants only after the first year of residence in their destination country 

(Bracher and Santow 1998). Pre-arrival and arrival person-years are therefore left out of the risk set. 

All models are stratified by gender and country. Stratification allows for differential age schedules of 

union formation by gender, as well as between-country variation in trends of postponement. To verify 

whether the associations between the dependent variables and economic context statistically diverge 

by country, country-pooled models have been estimated as sensitivity analyses. 

For each country two sets of models are estimated. The first set considers never-partnered men 

and women. The time-varying dependent variable indicates whether never-partnered respondents enter 

a co-residential union (either direct marriage or unmarried cohabitation for more than 3 months) or 

have remained single up to the age of 39 at which point their observation is censored. Respondents 

enter the risk set at the age of 15. As person-years (level 1) are nested in persons (level 2), these 

models include a random frailty-coefficient to account for unobserved heterogeneity at the individual 

level (Steele 2005; Mills 2011). The second set of analyses consists of logit models that only consider 

the person-years in which the union formation occurred. In other words, these models are conditional 

on having entered a first co-residential union in that specific year. The dependent variable 

distinguishes marriage from cohabitation (reference category) as a dichotomy. Our approach is similar 

to the sequential approach of Kalmijn (2011) who tested Oppenheimer’s theory on the differential 

influence of income and employment in the choice between cohabitation and marriage in Europe. In a 

competing risks framework this approach bypasses the need for the independence of the two choices 

(cohabitation and marriage). The latter is problematic because Hill and colleagues (1993) have 

provided evidence that unmeasured risk factors (i.e. personality, attractiveness etc.) influence 

cohabitation and marriage to the same extent. As a result, competing risk hazard models based on the 

assumption that alternative destinations are stochastically independent yield biased parameters. The 

number of events for the different transitions per country are found in Table 2.A2. 

2.4.3 Independent variables 

The multivariate hazard models include following micro-level (time-constant and time-varying) 

covariates: age, educational attainment, duration since graduation and period (calendar time in five 

year intervals). The harmonized unemployment rates (1956-2005) for each country are included as a 
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macro-level covariate (OECD 2011). Table 2.A2 presents the distribution of person-years by 

individual-level time-constant and time-varying covariates. 

Age. The models analyzing entry into the first union include a cubic effect of age (time-varying) 

as the baseline hazard function. The age variables are centred at 15 years. In these models the baseline 

reflects the age dependency of union formation. 

Duration since graduation. To accommodate the non-linear relationship between duration since 

graduation and union formation, all models include a time-varying categorical predictor reflecting time 

since obtaining the highest educational degree. The duration variable is collapsed into six categories: i) 

in education, ii) the year of graduation up to 2 years after graduation, iii) 3-5 years, iv) 6-10 years, v) 

11-15 years and vi) 15 years or more since graduation. Graduation is considered as a marker with 

respect to other transitions to adulthood. In addition, Skirbekk and colleagues (2004) find that the time 

elapsed since leaving school has also a persistent influence on the timing of these events. This study 

points out that social age (i.e. age of the individual’s school cohort) is of a particular relevance for 

demographic behavior. Due to social interactions and peer-group influences, people with comparable 

social ages are expected to cluster event timings in terms of duration since graduation. 

Educational attainment. Based on the ISCED-classification (1997), the indicator of educational 

attainment distinguishes between low education (ISCED levels 0-2 or at most lower secondary 

education), middle education (ISCED levels 3-4 or at most post-secondary, non-tertiary education)
6
 

and high education (ISCED levels 5-6 or any type of tertiary education). High education is used as the 

reference category. The models analyzing entry into a first co-residential union include baseline 

age*education interactions to allow variation in age schedules by education. 

Period. The hazard of entering a first union is likely to vary throughout the observation period. 

This is particularly the case in models that consider marriages and cohabiting unions separately. 

Hence, a period indicator (five year intervals for the period 1970-2004) is included to control for 

unmeasured processes affecting the hazards considered. Because of substantial variation in the age 

schedules of union formation within the period considered (1970-2004) (Sobotka and Toulemon 2008; 

Buchmann and Kriesi 2011), interactions between period and the linear and quadratic age effects are 

included. These interaction terms control for postponement trends of union formation regardless of 

educational status (enrolment or attainment) and macro-economic conditions. Alternative model 

specifications with a random-effect allowing deviations from the fixed-effects cubic baseline hazard 

by age and year were also tested (Neels 2011; Neels et al. 2013), but the variance at the higher level 

appeared to be limited. 

Harmonized unemployment rate. The individual-level data from the Harmonized Histories are 

complemented with aggregate-level time-series data on harmonized unemployment rates (between 

1970 and 2004 drawn from the OECD). The overall unemployment rate is used because time-series 

broken down by gender, age or education are not available for all countries over the time period 

considered. The macro-level unemployment rates have been frequently used as an indicator of 

economic context. A review of the literature indicates that unemployment and consumer sentiment 

reflect the effect of the business cycle on family formation more closely than general indicators as 

GDP or inflation rate (Sobotka et al. 2011). Labor market studies have provided empirical support for 

significant positive correlations between individual perceived job insecurity and aggregate 

unemployment rates (Green et al. 2000; Green 2003; Anderson and Pontusson 2007). To examine 

whether the impact of macro-level unemployment on union formation hazards varies by age, cross-

level interactions between the unemployment rate and age groups are tested. As a robustness check for 

country differentials, interactions between unemployment rate and countries are estimated in country-

pooled models as well. Figure 2.A1 and Table 2.A1 in appendix present the lagged harmonized 

unemployment rates by country between 1970 and 2004. As the unemployment rates are lagged by 1 

year, parameter estimates reflect how hazards in year t are related to unemployment rates in year t-1. 
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In the five countries considered, we observe low unemployment rates in the first part of 1970s. 

Subsequently, unemployment rates increase dramatically, except for a rather limited rise in Norway, 

and reach a peak in 1985. In France the lagged unemployment peak appears lower and is reached later 

(1988). In Belgium, France and the United Kingdom lagged unemployment reaches again a minimum 

in 1991, whereupon it reaches a new maximum in the mid-1990s and decreases afterwards. For the 

Netherlands we find a gradual declining trend until 2002. In Norway lagged unemployment appears 

relatively low for almost the entire observation period. Only in the first part of the 1990s we discern a 

substantial upward trend in lagged unemployment. In all countries the lagged unemployment rates rise 

again during the early 2000s. 

2.5 Results 

This section consists of two main parts. The first section presents a set of models considering entry 

into a first co-residential union regardless of union type. For those having entered their first union, the 

second section presents a set of models distinguishing between direct marriage and unmarried 

cohabitation. For both sets we test the main effects of individual covariates, the lagged macro-level 

unemployment rates and the cross-level interactions between the lagged unemployment rates
10

 and 

age. 

2.5.1 Entry into first union 

For each country model 1 includes the main macro-level unemployment (lagged) effect, whereas 

model 2 allows for the interaction between unemployment and (five year) age groups. Tables 2.2-2.4 

show the country-specific results for both models (macro-level unemployment and macro-level 

unemployment differentiated by age groups) with all control variables omitted. Table 2.A3 in 

appendix presents the detailed results for the country-specific models (model 2). 

In three countries we find pronounced negative associations between aggregate-level 

unemployment rates and the hazards of men to enter a co-residential union. A 1 percentage point 

increase in unemployment rates reduces the male first union hazards by 5% ((1 – 0.95) x 100) in 

Belgium (Table 2.2), and by 9% in France and Norway (Table 2.2 and 2.3). No statistically significant 

relation between the unemployment rate and entry into a first union is found in the Netherlands (Table 

2.3) and the United Kingdom (Table 2.4). As a sensitivity analysis, two nested pooled (all countries 

considered) models
11

 test whether allowing for an interaction between unemployment and country 

renders a significant improvement in terms of model fit. It appears that the country differential in the 

relation of unemployment rates with entering a first union is statistically significant among men (p < 

0.050 with Δ-2LL = 10.88 and Δdf = 4). This suggests that it is meaningful to consider the differences 

in the unemployment effect by country. 

For women we find that increasing unemployment is in some countries associated with lower 

first union hazards. Statistically significant results emerge for Norway, the Netherlands and the UK, 

with the effect of the aggregate-level unemployment rate on first union hazards being substantial in 

Norway (a 14% decrease in the hazards of a first union when the unemployment rate increases by 1 

percentage point). Both in France and Belgium, however, unemployment shows only a weak negative 

relation with the transition to first union. Nevertheless, country-variation in the unemployment effect  

                                                           
10

 In the remainder of the results section (excl. figures and tables) we intend ‘harmonized unemployment rates 

lagged by 1 year’ if referred to ‘unemployment rates’. 
11

 The pooled models (for both men and women) control for country-specific patterns of period, age, education 

and duration since graduation by including interaction terms between age (cubic specification), (five year) period 

and country (three-way); age (cubic specification), educational attainment and country (three-way) and duration 

since graduation (quadratic specification) and country (two-way). 
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Table 2.2: Effect (odds ratios) of unemployment on entry into a first union and type of union: main 

effect and cross-level interactions with age, women and men 1970-2004 (Belgium and France) 

 First union formation Marriage vs. cohabitation 

 Men  Women  Men  Women  

 e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig 

 Belgium 

Main unemployment effect     

 Model BE1 Model BE3  

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)     

Main 0.95 ** 0.97 -  0.94 - 0.95 - 

Differential effect of unemployment for age group  

 Model BE2 Model BE4  

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)*age (age20-24 = main effect or reference group)  

UR*age15-19 1.01 - 0.99 -  0.96 - 0.95 - 

Main 0.94 *** 0.97 -  0.94 - 0.95 - 

UR*age25-29 1.00 - 1.00 -  1.01 - 0.95 * 

UR*age30-34 1.01 - 1.05 -  1.02 - 1.01 - 

UR*age35-39 1.03 - 1.01 -  1.02 - 0.97 - 

 France 

Main unemployment effect     

 Model FR1 Model FR3  

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)     

Main 0.91 ** 0.98 -  0.91 - 0.91 - 

Differential effect of unemployment for age group  

 Model FR2 Model FR4  

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)*age (age20-24 = main effect or reference group)  

UR*age15-19 0.97 - 1.00 -  0.92 - 0.93 ** 

Main 0.91 ** 0.98 -  0.95 - 0.91 - 

UR*age25-29 0.98 - 1.00 -  0.95 - 1.01 - 

UR*age30-34 1.04 - 1.02 -   0.99 - 0.97 -  

UR*age35-39 1.07 - 0.93 -  1.06 - 0.82 - 

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by author 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 
1
 Harmonized Unemployment Rates (source: OECD 2011) 

among women lacks statistical power. Sensitivity analysis shows that in the pooled models
11

 including 

interaction terms between unemployment and country yields a negligible model fit improvement (p > 

0.100 with Δ-2LL = 3.12 and Δdf = 4). Although the association between entering a first union and 

economic context might be rather similar in Belgium and the Netherlands (odds ratio of 0.97), 

significance tests may differ because of the higher number of observed first unions in the Netherlands 

(Table 2.A2). 

The country-specific analyses subsequently interact unemployment with age (model 2, Table 

2.2-2.4). In the Netherlands, Norway and the United Kingdom the negative relation of unemployment 

with union formation is particularly pronounced in age groups below age 30. Positive odds ratios in 

the highest age categories indicate that the associations are less strong (or even reversed) for older 

respondents. The differential outcomes for British men yield odds ratios of 1.05 (e(b) = 0.97 x 1.08) 

and 1.10 (e(b) = 0.97 x 1.13) for the 30-34 and 35-39 age groups respectively. For both men (the 

Netherlands: p < 0.050 with Δ-2LL = 12.75 and Δdf = 4; the UK: p < 0.050 with Δ-2LL = 10.76 and  



CHAPTER 2 

 
 

52 

Table 2.3: Effect (odds ratios) of unemployment on entry into a first union and type of union: main 

effect and cross-level interactions with age, women and men 1970-2004
1
 (the Netherlands and 

Norway) 

 First union formation Marriage vs. cohabitation 

 Men  Women  Men  Women  

 e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig 

 The Netherlands 

Main unemployment effect     

 Model NL1 Model NL3  

Unemployment Rate
2
 (1 year lag)     

Main 1.00 - 0.97 **  0.94 * 0.92 *** 

Differential effect of unemployment for age group  

 Model NL2 Model NL4  

Unemployment Rate (1 year lag)*age (age20-24 = main effect or reference group)  

UR*age15-19 1.03 - 0.97 **  1.03 - 1.00 - 

Main 1.00 - 0.98 -  0.95 - 0.92 *** 

UR*age25-29 0.97 ** 0.98 *  0.98 - 0.99 - 

UR*age30-34 1.01 - 0.98 -  0.94 - 1.04 - 

UR*age35-39 1.02 - 0.95 -  1.00 - 1.01 - 

 Norway 

Main unemployment effect     

 Model NO1 Model NO3  

Unemployment Rate
2
 (1 year lag)     

Main 0.91 *** 0.86 ***  0.85 * 0.83 ** 

Differential effect of unemployment for age group  

 Model NO2 Model NO4  

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)*age (age20-24 = main effect or reference group)  

UR*age15-19 1.01 - 1.03 -  0.96 - 0.77 *** 

Main 0.90 *** 0.84 ***  0.89 - 0.87 * 

UR*age25-29 0.99 - 1.02 -  0.91 * 0.96 - 

UR*age30-34 1.06 - 1.12 *   1.06 - 0.97 -  

UR*age35-39 1.17 ** 1.04 -  1.00 - 0.95 - 

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by author 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 
1
 Observation period limited to 2003 for the Netherlands 

2
 Harmonized Unemployment Rates (source: OECD 2011) 

Δdf = 4) and women (the Netherlands: p < 0.050 with Δ-2LL = 11.14 and Δdf = 4; the UK: p < 0.010 

with Δ-2LL = 16.63 and Δdf = 4) including the cross-level interactions between unemployment and 

age significantly improves the model fit. The variation by age appears rather limited in Belgium, 

France and Norway (model fit does not improve significantly). 

The outcomes for the interaction terms between period (coded as a categorical variable with five 

year intervals) and age (as a quadratic specification) show diverging age schedules by period (Table 

2.A3)
12

. This suggests some unexplained timing trends of first unions in all countries. In other words, 

controlling for education (enrolment and attainment), duration since graduation and macro-level 

economic conditions, young adults increasingly put off the transition to their first union to higher ages. 

                                                           
12

 An interpretation from the output table demands some calculation work. Therefore, predicted age schedules by 

period are available on request. 
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Table 2.4: Effect (odds ratios) of unemployment on entry into a first union and type of union: main 

effect and cross-level interactions with age, women and men 1970-2004 (the United Kingdom) 

 First union formation Marriage vs. cohabitation 

 Men  Women  Men  Women  

 e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig 

 The United Kingdom 

Main unemployment effect     

 Model UK1 Model UK3  

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)     

Main 0.99 - 0.97 *  0.99 - 1.02 - 

Differential effect of unemployment for age group  

 Model UK2 Model UK4  

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)*age (age20-24 = main effect or reference group)  

UR*age15-19 1.01 - 1.02 -  0.94 - 0.98 - 

Main 0.97 - 0.96 **  0.99 - 1.02 - 

UR*age25-29 1.02 * 1.02 *  1.03 - 1.01 - 

UR*age30-34 1.08 *** 1.09 ***  1.00 - 1.06 -  

UR*age35-39 1.13 *** 1.06 -  0.94 - 1.05 - 

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by author 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 
1
 Harmonized Unemployment Rates (source: OECD 2011) 

2.5.2 Marriage versus cohabitation 

The second set of models distinguishes between the transition to direct marriage and unmarried 

cohabitation for those having entered a first union. The country-specific models include macro-level 

unemployment rates with model 3 testing the main regression effect and model 4 allowing for the 

interaction between unemployment and (five year) age groups. Tables 2.2-2.4 show the country-

specific outcomes for both models (effects of control variables not shown). Table 2.A4 in appendix 

presents the detailed results for the country-specific models (model 4). 

The statistically significant negative period effects in the analyses looking at the type of first 

union indicate that direct marriage rates have dropped substantially over time. In France the decline is 

the strongest as 85.9% of all observed direct marriages occur before 1990. In Belgium this percentage 

amounts 75.8%. In the most recent observed time period the prevalence of marriage as a first union is 

higher in Belgium, the United Kingdom and the Netherlands (16-19% of first co-residences between 

2000 and 2004) compared to Norway and France (11% and 9% respectively). Thus, in all five 

countries living unmarried together has become the predominant first partnership. The multivariate 

models confirm the interpretation of this descriptive analysis. The results for the interaction terms 

between period and age demonstrate a strong negative trend in direct marriage (Table 2.A4). Net of 

the impact of the other covariates a substantial increase in the prevalence of cohabitation as a first 

union remains unexplained. 

Only in the Netherlands and Norway higher levels of unemployment rates significantly relate to 

the declining tendency of never-partnered singles to marry directly. Table 2.3 shows that deterioration 

of the economic context favors unmarried cohabitation in these countries. The results furthermore 

suggest that the association is strongly significant for Dutch women, whereas the regression effect is 

only weakly significant among men. In Norway, a 1 percentage point increase in the unemployment 

rate reduces the hazards of entering direct marriage (cohabitation taken as a reference) with 15 and 17 

per cent among men and women respectively. For Belgium, France and the United Kingdom no 
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statistically significant association of aggregate-level unemployment rates (p > 0.100) with type of 

union is found. Sensitivity analysis, however, shows that in the pooled models
13

 including interaction 

terms between unemployment rates and country only improves the model fit significantly among 

women (men: p > 0.100 with Δ-2LL = 6.20 and Δdf = 4; women: p < 0.050 with Δ-2LL = 10.49 and 

Δdf = 4). This leads to two important notes. First, for men the low p-values (p < 0.100) of the 

unemployment effects in the Netherlands and Norway are likely to result from a higher number of first 

unions in the conditional logit models. Second, while the magnitude of the negative unemployment 

effect for women is stronger in France (odds ratio of 0.91) compared to the Netherlands (odds ratio of 

0.92), the unemployment effect is statistically insignificant at the 10% level (p > 0.100) among French 

women (Table 2.2 and 2.3). Hence, the statistically significant result for unemployment among Dutch 

women might be related to the composition of the dependent variable. The comparison between direct 

marriages and cohabitation in France lacks statistical power as only 731 of the 2,370 first partnerships 

consist of marriage, whereas this amounts 1,653 of 3,136 in the Netherlands (Table 2.A2). 

Allowing variation of the unemployment effect by age yields a statistically significant 

improvement in the model fit for Norwegian men (p < 0.050 for Δ-2LL = 12.96 and Δdf = 4) and 

women (p < 0.010 for Δ-2LL = 13.43 and Δdf = 4) (Table 2.3). Particularly among the youngest 

Norwegian women a pronounced impact of unemployment rates on direct marriage is found (0.87 x 

0.77 = 0.67). Also in France the youngest women are more affected by economic context (0.91 x 0.93 

= 0.85). The results further suggest limited age variation amidst Belgian men and women. The 

negative regression effect of the aggregate-level unemployment rate is stronger among Belgian women 

aged 25-29. For men and women age differences are negligible in France and the United Kingdom. 

2.6 Discussion 

2.6.1 Answering our research hypotheses 

Whereas most research has focused on the relation between individual employment status and 

partnership formation, this study aims to examine the impact of aggregate-level economic context. It 

overcomes limitations regarding previous contributions in several respects. First, the observation 

window considers an extensive time period (1970-2004). Union formation trends show substantial 

variation throughout this period. This allows us to compare the impact of short-term economic 

fluctuations between marriage and cohabitation as a first union type. Second, rather than relating 

macro-level partnership transition rates to macro-economic context, this chapter links macro-economic 

context to individual partnership histories by the means of event history analysis. This additionally 

enables us to examine to what extent age heterogenity exists in the relation between economic context 

and union formation. Third, the analysis includes five countries and therefore provides an exploration 

of how the contextual association varies across different settings. 

We first examined how economic context relates to the hazards of entering a first co-residential 

union. In line with the first hypothesis (H1a), we find that adverse macro-level economic conditions 

are associated negatively with first union hazards throughout the period considered. Interestingly, 

some country-variation in this relation is found as well. In Belgium, France and Norway statistically 

significant regression effects among men suggest that the relation between first union formation and 

economic context is stronger in these countries. The direction of the country differences does not 

correspond with our expectations (H1b). While the United Kingdom is characterized by a limited 

                                                           
13

 The pooled models (for both men and women) control for country-specific patterns of period, age, education 

and duration since graduation by including interaction terms between age (cubic specification), (five year) period 

and country (three-way); educational attainment and country (two-way) and duration since graduation (quadratic 

specification) and country (two-way). 
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generosity of welfare provisions, the association between economic context and first union formation 

is relatively weak in this country. Norway, in contrast, providing generous unemployment benefits and 

showing a high expenditure on labor market activation demonstrates the strongest association. The 

opposite is found for the Netherlands, a country characterized by high unemployment benefit 

replacement ratios throughout the observation period. The divergence by country among women 

appears more limited. In sum, our analyses provide no support for hypothesis 1b with respect to the 

mediating effect of welfare regimes.  

Some variation in the effect of unemployment is observed by gender. The outcomes for men and 

women are however in similar directions. Probably the differences between men and women are 

limited since economic fluctuations impinge upon men and women simultaneously. An adverse 

context affecting one partner relates indirectly to the other with respect to timing of a first union. In 

most countries the association is stronger among the younger age groups (H3). This suggests that 

adverse economic conditions hamper transitions to adulthood and to establish a favorable labor market 

career track by, for instance, prolonging educational careers and making entry into a first stable job 

more difficult. 

The second objective of the chapter was to assess the relation of economic context with the type 

of first union. By analyzing the type of union (either a cohabitation or marriage) conditional on entry 

into a co-residential union, we find some evidence for hypothesis 2a. Our results suggest that the 

transition to marriage is associated more negatively to adverse economic conditions. In particular, 

cohabitation is significantly associated with higher rates of unemployment in Norway. Some weaker 

indications are available that this finding also holds for the Netherlands and France. In contrast to 

hypothesis 2b the results express, predominantly among women, a stronger compatibility between 

cohabitation and higher levels of unemployment rates in the so-called ‘cohabitation’ countries. 

Differences between marriage and cohabitation are smaller in countries characterized by more 

traditional partnership trends throughout the period considered. Considering the trend in lagged 

unemployment rates (Figure 2.A1) this suggests that in Norway the spread of cohabitation in the early 

1980s and the first part of 1990s has, to a certain extent, been associated with adverse economic 

conditions. The same goes for the Netherlands in the mid-1970s and throughout the 1980s for 

instance. The meaning of cohabitation in these countries is hence likely to experience changes over 

time. Another possibility is that countries identified as ‘early adopters’ of alternative living 

arrangements provided a more appropriate setting to choose for cohabitation under adverse economic 

conditions. As the normative acceptance regarding cohabitation was higher throughout the 1980s and 

1990s, the choice for an unmarried cohabitation as a first union was probably more evident and more 

individualized. Moreover, the question on the choice between a cohabitation or marriage as a first 

union is of decreasing relevance in future research since the vast majority of young people starts their 

union with a cohabitation nowadays. The differentiation of the unemployment effect by age for type of 

union is limited (H3). Only in Norway the interaction between age groups and unemployment rate 

improves the model significantly. Here the association between economic context and the choice for 

cohabitation is more pronounced for the youngest age groups. 

Finally, it must be noted that regardless of taking the economic context into account, the 

analyses point at independent time trends in partnership formation. As a result, the postponement of 

first unions and the decline of marriages as a first co-residential union can only be partially attributed 

to increasing enrolment in education and variation in economic context. Clearly, other factors play an 

important role in explaining these historical trends in union formation patterns (Cherlin et al. 2013). 
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2.6.2 Limitations 

The analyses in this chapter are subject to a number of limitations. First, it is important to emphasize 

that this contribution does not address the relation between the most recent economic recession and 

union formation. Using data from the Harmonized Histories, we lack observation points to capture 

partnership formation during the economic crises from 2007-2008 onwards. We are cautious to 

extrapolate the findings from this study to the effects of recent economic conditions on partnership 

formation. Recession dynamics might substantially vary between different crises. 

The use of unemployment rates as a proxy for economic context yields some additional 

limitations. First, the macro-level unemployment rates included in the models are not differentiated by 

age, gender or educational level due to a lack of this information over the period considered. Second, 

the study only looks into levels of unemployment, rather than focusing on sudden increases in 

unemployment rates (e.g. recession) in different countries. Individuals are hence able to shape their 

aspirations and future plans in the long run considering the structural level of unemployment (Sobotka 

et al. 2011). Third, some awareness regarding the interrelationship between macro-level economic 

context and individual-level economic circumstances has to be raised. Because the data lack full 

employment histories, the analysis does not control for intermediate covariates that relate economic 

context to the individual level, such as qualitative job indicators, information on part-time work, 

duration of contracts, wages and the sector of employment. This might be important as, for instance, it 

is reasonable that the number of uncertain employment contracts grows, while the yearly 

unemployment rate decreases. We therefore suggest to control for the individual employment status in 

further research that addresses the role of economic context (e.g. De Lange et al. 2014). 

As already mentioned, no longitudinal indicator is available at the individual level on the 

meaning that is attached to cohabitation, while the meaning of cohabitation is assumed to vary 

substantially over the 1970-2004 observation period as well as between countries (Haskey 2001; 

Noack 2001). Further investigation is required to disentangle these shifts and their associations 

accurately (e.g. a comparison of the economic context effect between different parts of the observation 

period). 

Finally, institutional features are not considered directly in the analyses. This approach renders 

no conclusive answer on whether and how welfare policy measures mediate the relation between 

economic context and union formation. To address this question, availability of longitudinal and 

comparable policy indicators is required for the different countries considered. 

2.7 Conclusion 

The results of this study suggest that adverse economic conditions at the aggregate level are related to 

changes in the timing of union formation and the type of living arrangement in some countries. The 

results challenge a one-sided cultural interpretation of changing union formation patterns (Lichter et 

al. 2002; Lesthaeghe 2010). Economic cycles contribute to union formation patterns in some countries 

and are supplementary to factors shaping long-term trends. Hence, economic adverse conditions are 

identified as a factor that preclude young people from acquiring the necessary resources to start a first 

co-residential union, whereas others may experience a growing uncertainty towards the future. As the 

youngest age categories are often observed to be the most vulnerable, the strong association between 

school-to-work transitions and the establishment of independent households appears fragile and 

sensitive for contextual threats (Mills and Blossfeld 2005). In addition, this chapter suggests that 

unmarried cohabitation is relatively more compatible with economic adversity than marriage in some 

countries. Not only timing, but also type of first union is related to economic context (Oppenheimer 

2003). This is particularly demonstrated for countries where cohabitation has spread the earliest. For 
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these countries unmarried cohabitation is hypothesized to be accepted more easily as an intermediate 

economic status. In this sense, these consensual unions are more compatible with early and uncertain 

professional careers (Oppenheimer 1988). 

In our opinion the research setup is too limited to acknowledge changing meanings of 

cohabitation throughout the observation window. Research on more recent time should concentrate 

exclusively on the transition to first cohabitation (the predominant first union type in recent periods) 

and subsequent transitions (e.g. entry into parenthood, post-cohabitation marriage, etc.). Comparative 

research designs may also benefit from addressing information on welfare policy aiming to mediate 

effects of economic adversity. 
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2.8 Appendix 

Figure 2.A1: Harmonized unemployment rates (lagged by 1 year) for five countries, 1970-2004  

(OECD 2011) 

 

Table 2.A1: Harmonized unemployment rates for five countries, 1970-2004 (OECD 2011) 

 Belgium France The Netherlands Norway The United Kingdom 

1970 2.33 2.07 1.05 1.07 2.07 

1971 1.93 2.23 1.30 0.79 2.80 

1972 1.87 2.44 2.26 1.68 3.12 

1973 2.37 2.53 2.30 1.56 2.20 

1974 2.45 2.42 2.81 1.49 2.08 

1975 2.54 2.56 5.31 2.30 3.28 

1976 4.56 3.69 5.64 1.77 4.91 

1977 6.02 4.10 5.45 1.47 5.25 

1978 6.83 4.59 5.43 1.81 5.16 

1979 7.40 4.78 5.49 2.00 4.69 

1980 7.67 5.40 6.16 1.68 5.71 

1981 8.09 5.77 8.65 2.06 9.07 

1982 10.40 6.79 11.56 2.65 10.51 

1983 12.17 7.37 11.98 3.49 11.35 

1984 13.47 7.67 12.15 3.20 11.88 

1985 13.51 8.95 11.10 2.60 11.32 

1986 12.58 9.52 10.50 2.00 10.78 

1987 11.89 9.56 9.73 2.11 10.85 

1988 11.58 9.68 9.31 3.21 8.81 

1989 10.54 9.30 8.43 5.00 7.25 

1990 9.47 8.63 7.61 5.32 6.86 

1991 8.92 8.33 7.07 5.55 8.40 

1992 9.47 8.53 6.78 6.01 9.70 

1993 10.48 9.46 6.23 6.06 10.33 

1994 12.15 10.60 6.91 5.47 9.61 

1995 13.06 10.95 7.11 4.97 8.63 

1996 13.00 10.36 6.54 4.88 8.14 

1997 12.72 10.88 5.54 4.07 7.05 

1998 12.56 10.97 4.34 3.23 6.13 

1999 11.71 10.44 3.51 3.25 5.98 

2000 8.56 10.06 2.73 3.48 5.50 

2001 7.01 8.58 2.12 3.59 4.76 

2002 6.61 7.78 2.55 3.90 5.09 

2003 7.54 7.93 3.59 4.54 4.86 

2004 8.21 8.49 4.65 4.48 4.66 
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Table 2.A3: Odds ratios for entering a first co-residential union, men and women aged 15-39 in 

Belgium, France and the Netherlands, Norway and the United Kingdom (1970-2004) 

 Model BE2 Model FR2 Model NL2 

 Belgium France The Netherlands 

 Men  Women  Men  Women  Men  Women  

 e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig 

 Individual covariates 

Age cubic (centered around 15) 

Linear 2.93 *** 2.51 *** 4.27 *** 3.96 *** 5.09 *** 3.96 *** 

Quadratic 0.93 *** 0.93 *** 0.91 *** 0.90 *** 0.90 *** 0.90 *** 

Cubic 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 

Period           

1970-1974 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979 1.64 - 1.39 - 1.46 - 0.98 - 0.75 - 1.46 - 

1980-1984 2.36 * 1.73 - 2.90 ** 0.85 - 0.64 - 2.21 ** 

1985-1989 2.77 * 1.73 - 4.74 *** 1.53 - 0.61 - 2.01 * 

1990-1994 3.07 ** 2.70 ** 4.99 *** 1.09 - 0.99 - 1.66 - 

1995-1999 1.27 - 1.88 - 4.72 *** 1.29 - 0.44 - 1.54 - 

2000-2004 1.35 - 1.62 - 3.32 ** 1.11 - 0.06 *** 0.55 - 

Period*age quadratic          

1970-1974*lin 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979*lin 0.92 - 0.95 - 0.92 - 1.03 - 1.03 - 0.89 - 

1980-1984*lin 0.86 - 0.91 - 0.80 ** 1.03 - 1.03 - 0.80 ** 

1985-1989*lin 0.83 * 0.89 - 0.78 *** 0.91 - 0.99 - 0.77 *** 

1990-1994*lin 0.77 ** 0.80 *** 0.80 ** 0.99 - 0.92 - 0.77 *** 

1995-1999*lin 0.95 - 0.86 - 0.77 *** 0.95 - 1.02 - 0.80 ** 

2000-2004*lin 0.90 - 0.87 - 0.85 * 0.97 - 1.31 * 0.88 - 

1970-1974*qu 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979*qu 1.00 - 1.00 - 1.00 - 1.00 - 1.00 - 1.01 - 

1980-1984*qu 1.01 - 1.01 - 1.01 *** 1.00 - 1.00 - 1.02 *** 

1985-1989*qu 1.01 - 1.01 * 1.01 *** 1.01 *** 1.00 - 1.02 *** 

1990-1994*qu 1.01 ** 1.01 *** 1.01 ** 1.01 * 1.01 - 1.02 *** 

1995-1999*qu 1.00 - 1.01 ** 1.01 *** 1.01 ** 1.00 - 1.02 *** 

2000-2004*qu 1.00 - 1.01 ** 1.01 * 1.01 * 0.99 - 1.01 - 

 Macro-level covariates 

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)*age (age20-24 = main effect or reference group) 

UR*age15-19 1.01 - 0.99 - 0.97 - 1.00 - 1.03 - 0.97 ** 

Main 0.94 ** 0.97 - 0.91 ** 0.98 - 1.00 - 0.98 - 

UR*age25-29 1.00 - 1.00 - 0.98 - 1.00 - 0.97 ** 0.98 * 

UR*age30-34 1.01 - 1.05 - 1.04 - 1.02 - 1.01 - 0.98 - 

UR*age35-39 1.03 - 1.01 - 1.07 - 0.93 - 1.02 - 0.95 - 

 Model parameters 

Rho 0.01         - 0.00         - 0.11         * 0.24       *** 0.17         - 0.07           * 

N person-years 19,544 17,528 30,967 33,919 35,237 29,565 

Df 39 39 39 39 39 39 

Deviance 9,457.29 9,826.49 14,647.96 18,058.02 16,010.09 16,890.76 

AIC 9,535.29 9,896.49 14,725.96 18,136.02 16,088.09 16,968.76 

BIC 9,842.63 10,168.60 15,051.24 18,464.86 16,418.41 17,292.24 
Educational attainment(*age quadratic) and duration since graduation omitted. Results available on request. 

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by author 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 
1
 Harmonized Unemployment Rates (source: OECD 2011) 
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Table 2.A3 (cont.): Odds ratios for entering a first co-residential union, men and women aged 15-39 in 

Belgium, France and the Netherlands, Norway and the United Kingdom (1970-2004) 

 Model NO2 Model UK2 

 Norway The United Kingdom 

 Men  Women  Men  Women 

 e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig 

 Individual covariates 

Age (centered around 15)       

Linear 4.25 *** 5.82 *** 3.82 *** 3.11 *** 

Quadratic 0.92 *** 0.88 *** 0.92 *** 0.92 *** 

Cubic 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 

Period       

1970-1974 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979 1.28 - 1.20 - 1.42 - 0.78 - 

1980-1984 1.29 - 1.99 * 0.40 * 0.65 - 

1985-1989 1.16 - 2.87 *** 0.96 - 0.95 - 

1990-1994 1.52 - 4.74 *** 0.91 - 0.79 - 

1995-1999 1.68 - 2.35 ** 0.66 - 0.69 - 

2000-2004 1.14 - 2.01 * 0.65 - 0.87 - 

Period*age quadratic 

1970-1974*lin 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979*lin 0.96 - 0.91 - 0.90 - 1.10 - 

1980-1984*lin 0.95 - 0.84 * 1.13 - 1.10 - 

1985-1989*lin 0.97 - 0.76 *** 0.94 - 1.00 - 

1990-1994*lin 1.00 - 0.77 ** 0.84 * 0.89 - 

1995-1999*lin 0.93 - 0.84 * 0.91 - 0.92 - 

2000-2004*lin 0.96 - 0.82 * 0.93 - 0.87 * 

1970-1974*qu 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979*qu 1.00 - 1.01 * 1.01 - 0.99 - 

1980-1984*qu 1.00 - 1.02 ** 1.00 - 0.99 - 

1985-1989*qu 1.00 - 1.02 *** 1.00 - 1.00 - 

1990-1994*qu 1.00 - 1.02 *** 1.01 ** 1.01 ** 

1995-1999*qu 1.01 - 1.02 *** 1.01 ** 1.01 ** 

2000-2004*qu 1.01 - 1.02 *** 1.01 ** 1.01 *** 

 Macro-level covariates 

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)*age (age20-24 = main effect/ref.group) 

UR*age15-19 1.01 - 1.03 - 1.01 - 1.02 - 

Main 0.90 *** 0.84 *** 0.97 - 0.96 ** 

UR*age25-29 0.99 - 1.02 - 1.02 * 1.02 * 

UR*age30-34 1.06 - 1.12 ** 1.08 *** 1.09 *** 

UR*age35-39 1.17 ** 1.04 - 1.13 *** 1.06 - 

 Model parameters 

Rho 0.22       *** 0.41       *** 0.26        ** 0.24       *** 

N person-years 49,187 40,470 36,645 34,324 

Df 39 39 39 39 

Deviance 22,473.56 23,141.84 15,242.80 18,045.49 

AIC 22,551.57 23,219.85 15,320.80 18,123.49 

BIC 22,894.90 23,555.57 15,652.66 18,452.79 
Educational attainment(*age quadratic) and duration since graduation omitted. Results available on request. 

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by author 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 
1
 Harmonized Unemployment Rates (source: OECD 2011) 
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Table 2.A4: Odds ratios for the full conditional logistic models  (marriage vs. cohabitation) , men and 

women aged 15-39 in Belgium, France and the Netherlands, Norway and the United Kingdom (1970-

2004) 

 Model BE4 Model FR4 Model NL4 

 Belgium France The Netherlands 

 Men  Women  Men  Women  Men  Women  

 e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig 

 Individual covariates 

Age cubic (centered around 15) 

Linear 4.52 *** 2.27 *** 2.02 ** 1.63 *** 2.42 *** 2.27 *** 

Quadratic 0.90 *** 0.95 ** 0.95 ** 0.96 *** 0.96 ** 0.95 *** 

Cubic 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 1.00 ** 1.00 *** 1.00 *** 

Period           

1970-1974 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979 1.05 - 0.62 - 0.12 ** 1.11 - 1.03 - 4.01 * 

1980-1984 0.98 - 1.23 - 0.03 *** 0.18 ** 1.76 - 0.30 - 

1985-1989 2.83 - 0.54 - 0.02 *** 0.22 * 1.89 - 0.49 - 

1990-1994 0.66 - 0.71 - 0.01 *** 0.26 - 1.43 - 0.43 - 

1995-1999 0.05 - 0.32 - 0.00 *** 0.01 ** 2.18 - 0.66 - 

2000-2004 0.05 - 0.15 - 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 0.20 - 0.02 *** 

Period*age quadratic          

1970-1974*lin 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979*lin 1.00 - 1.24 - 1.37 - 0.82 - 0.85 - 0.59 *** 

1980-1984*lin 1.00 - 1.05 - 1.46 * 1.09 - 0.69 - 0.99 - 

1985-1989*lin 0.72 - 1.19 - 1.38 - 0.85 - 0.60 ** 0.72 * 

1990-1994*lin 0.84 - 0.85 - 1.39 - 0.75 - 0.58 ** 0.62 ** 

1995-1999*lin 1.27 - 0.98 - 2.28 ** 1.19 - 0.50 *** 0.54 *** 

2000-2004*lin 1.03 - 0.98 - 1.72 * 1.64 - 0.69 - 0.96 - 

1970-1974*qu 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979*qu 0.99 - 0.98 - 0.99 - 1.01 - 1.01 - 1.03 ** 

1980-1984*qu 0.99 - 0.99 - 0.99 - 1.00 - 1.02 - 1.01 - 

1985-1989*qu 1.01 - 0.98 - 0.99 - 1.01 - 1.02 ** 1.03 ** 

1990-1994*qu 1.01 - 1.00 - 0.99 - 1.02 ** 1.02 ** 1.03 ** 

1995-1999*qu 0.99 - 1.00 - 0.97 * 1.00 - 1.03 ** 1.04 *** 

2000-2004*qu 1.00 - 1.00 - 0.99 - 0.98 - 1.02 - 1.01 - 

 Macro-level covariates 

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)*age (age20-24 = main effect or reference group) 

UR*age15-19 0.96 - 0.95 - 0.92 - 0.93 ** 1.03 - 1.00 - 

Main 0.94 - 0.95 - 0.95 - 0.91 - 0.95 - 0.92 *** 

UR*age25-29 1.01 - 0.95 * 0.95 - 1.01 - 0.98 - 0.99 - 

UR*age30-34 1.02 - 1.01 - 0.99 - 0.97 - 0.94 - 1.04 - 

UR*age35-39 1.02 - 0.97 - 1.06 - 0.82 - 1.00 - 1.01 - 

 Model parameters 

N person-years 1,511 1,665 2,370 3,071 2,700 3,136 

Df 34 34 34 34 34 34 

Deviance 1,658.80 1,750.17 2,084.36 2,776.95 2,954.06 3,342.91 

AIC 1,726.80 1,818.18 2,152.35 2,844.95 3,022.06 3,410.91 

BIC 1,907.70 2,002.37 2,348.55 3,049.96 3,222.70 3,616.64 
Educational attainment and duration since graduation omitted. Results available on request. 

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by author 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 
1
 Harmonized Unemployment Rates (source: OECD 2011) 
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Table 2.A4 (cont.): Odds ratios for the full conditional logistic models  (marriage vs. cohabitation) , 

men and women aged 15-39 in Belgium, France and the Netherlands, Norway and the United 

Kingdom (1970-2004) 

 Model NO4 Model UK4 

 Norway The United Kingdom 

 Men  Women  Men  Women 

 e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig e(b) Sig 

 Individual covariates 

Age (centered around 15)       

Linear 1.66 ** 1.42 ** 1.15 - 3.11 *** 

Quadratic 0.97 * 0.98 - 0.98 - 0.92 *** 

Cubic 1.00 ** 1.00 - 1.00 * 1.00 *** 

Period       

1970-1974 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979 0.21 - 0.58 - 0.06 ** 0.71 - 

1980-1984 0.03 *** 0.45 - 0.06 ** 0.18 ** 

1985-1989 0.02 *** 0.08 *** 0.02 *** 0.09 *** 

1990-1994 0.01 *** 0.14 * 0.03 ** 0.03 *** 

1995-1999 0.01 *** 0.06 ** 0.00 *** 0.01 *** 

2000-2004 0.02 *** 0.04 *** 0.00 *** 0.00 *** 

Period*age quadratic 

1970-1974*lin 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979*lin 1.22 - 0.91 - 1.57 * 0.83 - 

1980-1984*lin 1.65 ** 0.78 - 1.59 * 1.03 - 

1985-1989*lin 1.59 * 0.94 - 1.50 - 0.97 - 

1990-1994*lin 1.67 * 0.84 - 1.12 - 1.04 - 

1995-1999*lin 1.70 * 0.89 - 1.62 * 1.21 - 

2000-2004*lin 1.39 - 1.00 - 1.59 * 1.34 - 

1970-1974*qu 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

1975-1979*qu 0.99 - 1.01 - 0.98 * 1.01 - 

1980-1984*qu 0.97 ** 1.02 * 0.98 * 0.99 - 

1985-1989*qu 0.98 * 1.01 - 0.98 - 1.00 - 

1990-1994*qu 0.98 * 1.02 - 0.99 - 1.00 - 

1995-1999*qu 0.98 * 1.02 - 0.98 - 0.99 - 

2000-2004*qu 0.98 - 1.01 - 0.98 - 0.99 - 

 Macro-level covariates 

Unemployment Rate
1
 (1 year lag)*age (age20-24 = main effect/ref.group) 

UR*age15-19 0.96 - 0.77 *** 0.94 - 0.98 - 

Main 0.89 - 0.87 * 0.99 - 1.02 - 

UR*age25-29 0.91 * 0.96 - 1.03 - 1.01 - 

UR*age30-34 1.06 - 0.97 - 1.00 - 1.06 - 

UR*age35-39 1.00 - 0.95 - 0.94 - 1.05 - 

 Model parameters 

N person-years 3,633 4,044 2,283 2,818 

Df 34 34 34 34 

Deviance 3,216.27 3,603.69 2,369.24 2,952.03 

AIC 3,284.27 3,671.69 2,437.24 3,020.03 

BIC 3,495.00 3,886.06 2,632.17 3,223.21 
Educational attainment and duration since graduation omitted. Results available on request. 

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by author 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 
1
 Harmonized Unemployment Rates (source: OECD 2011) 
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3. Educational differentials in the impact of micro- and macro-

level economic conditions on union formation in France (1993-

2008)
14

 

3.1 Introduction 

A substantial body of literature has addressed the association between micro-level employment status 

and aggregate-level economic conditions on the one hand and fertility patterns on the other. Although 

union formation has repeatedly been suggested as one of the main pathways through which adverse 

economic conditions affect family formation, the impact of individual- and aggregate-level 

(un)employment on union formation has received less attention (Sobotka et al. 2011; Neels et al. 2013; 

De Lange et al. 2014). Using longitudinal micro-data from the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS), 

in tandem with contextual data on economic conditions, this chapter addresses how variation in both 

individual-level labor market positions and aggregate-level economic conditions have affected entry 

into a first co-residential union among French men and women between 1993 and 2008. 

Most research on the association between economic conditions and union formation has focused 

on the importance of individual-level labor market characteristics (such as income and employment) 

(Kalmijn 2011), without differentiating these effects by level of education. This study contributes to 

this literature in two ways. First, we consider whether the association between both aggregate- and 

individual-level economic conditions and union formation varies by level of education. On the one 

hand, compared to low educated individuals, highly educated groups have more favorable employment 

and income prospects and feel more job secure (Anderson and Pontusson 2007). Furthermore, those 

with higher qualifications have been found to crowd out low qualified individuals in the competition 

for lower-skilled jobs during economic adversity (Pollmann-Schult 2005). In the event of 

unemployment or macro-economic adversity, this suggests that highly educated individuals are less 

restricted by unfavorable employment prospects in relation to partnership formation. On the other 

hand, as highly educated individuals generally follow professional trajectories where early career 

investments yield higher returns in later career stages (Liefbroer and Corijn 1999), unemployment, 

overqualification or employment uncertainty may induce postponement of union formation until being 

sufficiently established in the labor market. Lower educated individuals, in contrast, have less 

favorable income and employment prospects. This group is often disproportionately disadvantaged in 

periods of economic hardship, being more frequently employed in recession-sensitive sectors. In 

addition, individuals with lower education may have to compete with more qualified individuals to fill 

vacancies for lower-skilled work. Although labor market insecurities may induce delayed union 

formation regardless level of education, particularly low educated individuals have been suggested to 

revert to union and family formation in a context of limited employment opportunities to reduce 

uncertainty (Friedman et al. 1994). 

Second, we examine whether the association between education, economic conditions and entry 

into a first co-residential union differs by gender. Whereas the employment position of men is 

important in both male-breadwinner and dual-earner households, the importance of women’s 

employment is more likely to depend on their relative income position in the household. Particularly 
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low educated women are more likely to have secondary income positions in a couple, making their 

employment position less decisive with respect to cohabitation or marriage. Among highly educated 

women, increasing employment and earnings may, on the one hand, enhance union formation as it 

facilitates cost-sharing of establishing an independent household (Jalovaara 2012). On the other hand, 

female employment may promote singlehood as financial independence allows women to postpone 

partnership formation until an appropriate partner is found (Dykstra and Poortman 2010). 

3.2 Theoretical background and hypotheses 

In this section we first consider patterns of union formation and the economic situation of French 

young adults (3.2.1). Subsequently, the literature on macro-level economic conditions, individual-level 

labor market positions and union formation is summarized (3.2.2-3.2.3), with a specific focus on 

heterogeneity in these associations in terms of gender and education (3.2.4). 

3.2.1 The French context 

First union formation in France 

France has witnessed a sharp decrease in marriage rates from the early 1970s onwards, similar to 

trends found in many other northern and western European countries (Prioux 2005). This trend is 

related to the delay of union formation and the rise of unmarried cohabitation as a first union type. 

Prioux (2003) shows that the mean age of entering a first partnership in cohorts born between the late 

1950s and early 1970s rose by 1.5 years (from 22.5 to 23.9 for women and from 24.6 to 26.0 among 

men). The French GGS data (own calculations) indicate that the period mean age at female first union 

was 22.1 in the early 1980s and increased to 23.2 in the 1995-1999 period. In addition, the share of 

couples starting their union in unmarried cohabitation has increased from 10 to 90% throughout this 

period (Toulemon 1997). From a European perspective, and in line with findings of Heuveline and 

Timberlake (2004), cohabitations in France are long-lasting and marriage following cohabitation has 

become less prevalent. The French GGS data (own calculations) show that the percentage of women 

(age 15-49) marrying within five years following the entry into their first cohabitation has declined 

from 50% among women who entered their union in 1985-94 to 44% among those who entered their 

first union in 1995-99. 

France has become a forerunner with respect to non-marital childbearing (Klüsener et al. 2013). 

Compared to other European countries, cohabitation has developed into an acceptable setting for 

childbearing. The majority of the French parents still marry at some point before or after having a 

child, however, suggesting that marriage has not been eschewed altogether, but that the order of 

transitions has become more flexible. Perelli-Harris et al. (2012) find that 90% of the French mothers 

who have their first child in the period 1995-2005 started their union in unmarried cohabitation, while 

only 47% of the mothers were cohabiting at the first birth. 

The economic situation of young adults 

Young adults in France frequently face a difficult entry into the labor market (Wolbers 2007; Boulhol 

and Sicari 2012; Boulhol 2013). This has been related to a variety of factors, including the general 

character of skills acquired in education - which are often not sufficiently tailored to specific labor 

market requirements - as well as the rigidity of the French labor market (e.g. a high degree of 

employment protection) (Quintini and Martin 2006; Brzinsky-Fay 2007; Boulhol 2013). In addition, 

there is a relatively high proportion of young adults leaving school without basic qualifications (Batard 

et al. 2012). While France was at the forefront in Europe with respect to enrolment rates in 1995 with 
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89% of the 15-19 year olds attending education
15

, this proportion had decreased to 84% by 2008 

(OECD 2011). This is a cause of concern since only 29% of the 15-19 year olds not in education in 

2010 were employed (the other 71% being unemployed or out of the labor force) (OECD 2012). 

Difficult labor market entry has been associated with high rates of unemployment in younger 

age groups (Germe et al. 2003; Boulhol and Sicari 2012; Rouaud and Joseph 2014). Throughout the 

1990s and early 2000s, unemployment (ages 15-39) in France hovered between 11.2 and 15.9%. 

Among the EU-15 countries, only mediterranean countries showed higher unemployment rates 

(Eurostat 2014a). Unemployment in France is also strongly differentiated by gender and educational 

level (Eurostat 2014a). Less educated workers are consistenly observed to be more frequently 

unemployed. A persisting gender gap is also observed with higher unemployment among women. 

Notwithstanding higher female unemployment rates, research shows that French women preferably 

work in a full-time job, with only a minority of women preferring a family role (Kieffer et al. 2005). 

Despite higher rates of unemployment in younger age groups, the age of leaving the parental 

home is relatively low, the median age being around 23 years during the late 1990s and 2000s. From a 

European perspective, only the nordic countries show younger ages (Iacovou 2002; Iacovou and Skew 

2010). Given their difficult entry into the labor market, young adults in France frequently receive 

parental support, as young school-leavers are not entitled to unemployment benefits until they have a 

certain work experience and not entitled to minimum welfare before age 25 (Galland and Meron 1996; 

Dormont and Dufour-Kippelen 2000; Pailhé and Solaz 2012). 

3.2.2 Micro-level economic conditions and partnership formation 

Poor employment prospects prevent young adults from becoming economically independent (Bell et 

al. 2007). Although some limited welfare state provisions exist (e.g. housing allowances), the income 

of young adults is strongly related to their labor market position. As a source of income is required to 

set up an independent household, employment is then expected to encourage union formation (Kalmijn 

2011). In line with Oppenheimer’s uncertainty hypothesis (1988; 1997), a difficult career entry is 

expected to promote delays in union formation, regardless of the income level. Unstable professional 

trajectories, characterized by non-employment, irregular or temporary employment, cause uncertainty. 

This uncertainty relates to concerns about one’s ability to provide sufficient financial resources in the 

future. In addition, as work structures the life of people, the future lifestyle of an individual with an 

unstable professional trajectory is uncertain, making it also difficult to anticipate what the partnership 

will be like (Kalmijn 2011). Some authors have argued, however, that the importance of employment 

as a prerequisite to union formation is more important for marriage than for entry into unmarried 

cohabitation (Kalmijn 2011; Jalovaara 2012), which has become the dominant first union type in 

France. Cherlin (2004) argues that the normative expectations regarding economic independence and 

material living standards are substantially higher for marriage. In contrast, cohabitation is deemed 

more compatible with (temporary) uncertain economic positions because of lower financial and 

material prerequisites, while offering some of the benefits of marriage such as economies of scale 

(Oppenheimer 2003). In line with the uncertainty hypothesis, several studies have found strong 

negative associations between non- or irregular employment and partnership formation, also in France 

(Ekert-Jaffé and Solaz 2002; Kalmijn 2011). The concept of uncertainty may equally apply to 

students, given their income position and the fact that future professional achievements are still 

unpredictable. As a result, most studies show that full-time enrolment in education is incompatible 

with setting up an independent household in France (Prioux 2003; Robert-Bobée and Mazuy 2003; 

Robette 2010). In sum, we expect that individual employment promotes entry into a co-residential 
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 Although school is compulsory up to the age of 16 in France, the standard age groups used in OECD 

publications are reported here. 
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union as a result of the uncertainty reduction and higher incomes associated with employment. 

Unfortunately, we cannot distinguish between uncertainty reduction and income effects empirically in 

the remainder of this contribution as the GGS does not provide longitudinal data on income levels or 

quality of employment (e.g. duration of contract). 

Previous research has shown that the association between employment status and partnership 

formation differs by gender. The differential role of employment is often argued to result from the 

gender-based division of labor, particularly in male-breadwinner households (Becker 1981; Thomson 

and Bernhardt 2010). As a result, most studies assume that men’s labor market position is more 

important than women’s employment with respect to union formation (hypothesis 1a). With respect to 

female labor market positions, previous studies for France suggest an important distinction between 

female unemployment and female inactivity. Whereas both positions imply financial limitations, 

unemployment (i.e not having paid work but looking for a job) has been identified as a particularly 

inhibiting factor with respect to union formation. In contrast, being out of the labor force has been 

found to enhance women’s likelihood of partnering since most inactive women deliberately choose not 

to work before their first union (Ekert-Jaffé and Solaz 2001; 2002). In that case, voluntary inactivity 

corresponds with a traditional division of labor in a couple (Ekert-Jaffé and Solaz 2002). 

France has experienced a steady increase in female labor force participation over the last fifty 

years. Between 1990 and 2008 the ratio of women to men in the labor force (ages 15-64) further 

increased from 0.71 to 0.82 (ILO 2012). Given rising gender symmetry in labor force activity, 

women’s economic resources may have increasingly facilitated union formation by easing the 

financial burden of partnering on men (Oppenheimer 1988; Bracher and Santow 1998; Jalovaara 

2012). An empirical study on France suggests that the effects of men and women’s labor market 

position on union formation have been converging between 1955 and 1998 (Winkler-Dworak and 

Toulemon 2007). In line with this body of empirical evidence, we hypothesize that female employment 

has become an important prerequisite for entry into a co-residential union, particularly in couples 

where women have a considerable earning potential (hypothesis 1b). 

3.2.3 Macro-level economic conditions and partnership formation 

Studies addressing the relation between macro-level economic conditions and partnership formation 

for France are scarce. Vergauwen and Neels (2013) find a negative association between 

unemployment rate and first union formation between 1970 and 2004, particularly for men. Similarly, 

Prioux (2003) shows that youth unemployment has considerable impact on the timing of union 

formation in France (1975-1998). These findings suggest that union formation is postponed as a result 

of increasing unemployment and deteriorating job characteristics during economic hardship. Under 

adverse economic conditions, young adults more frequently face temporary employment and 

underemployment. Especially in France, the prevalence of short-term employment is high (Pailhé and 

Solaz 2012). Adverse economic conditions are also expected to depress wages and limit opportunities 

for career advancement. In addition, using data from the Family Survey Dutch Population (FSDP), De 

Lange et al. (2014) find for the Netherlands (1970-2000) that the negative association between a 

higher unemployment rate and first union formation persists when controlling for variation in 

individual employment characteristics (individual unemployment and duration of employment 

contract). In line with this result, a number of studies have provided empirical support for a strong 

association between aggregate unemployment and perceived job insecurity at the individual level 

(Anderson and Pontusson 2007; Erlinghagen 2008), suggesting that economic prospects become more 

uncertain under adverse economic conditions. Even among employees with a stable and permanent 

employment, feelings of uncertainty concerning one’s own or a potential partner’s economic prospects 

may give rise to delayed entry into a co-residential union (Xie et al. 2003; Harknett and Kuperberg 
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2011). In sum, we expect that adverse macro-economic conditions induce postponement of union 

formation (hypothesis 2), which may be due to deteriorating individual labor market positions, but also 

increasing uncertainty regarding employment prospects. 

3.2.4 The differential impact of economic conditions by education 

Previous hypotheses consider the associations between entry into a first co-residential union and 

variation in both individual-level labor market positions (hypotheses 1a-1b) and aggregate-level 

economic conditions (hypothesis 2). We also examine how these associations vary by educational 

level as economic uncertainties may be perceived differently by these groups. Liefbroer and Corijn 

(1999) suggest that young adults with a tertiary education generally follow long-term career tracks 

where earnings increase gradually as work experience is being accumulated. Adverse economic 

conditions may temporarily frustrate anticipated trajectories and entail postponement of union 

formation until being sufficiently established in the labor market. Although highly educated 

individuals often succeed in bridging adverse economic conditions by taking up inadequate work 

(Francesconi and Golsch 2005; Pollmann-Schult 2005), being overeducated relative to the job 

requirements has been shown to have a harmful effect on long-term career development (Verhaest and 

Van der Velden 2012). Similarly, literature shows that overeducated workers not only have lower 

wages, but also receive less formal training and report less job satisfaction (Hartog 2000; Verhaest and 

Omey 2009). For those with tertiary education, union formation is therefore expected to be negatively 

related to adverse economic conditions and employment instability of both men and women, as gender 

symmetry is valued and both partners are expected to contribute financially to the household 

(Bolzendahl and Myers 2004). 

School-leavers without a tertiary education are considered as a vulnerable group characterized 

by unfavorable labor market prospects (Fondeur and Minni 2004; Verick 2009). We expect 

partnership formation to be differently related to economic conditions among this group. As a result of 

not being employed and having limited economic prospects, partnership formation may provide an 

alternative path to reduce uncertainty in life-goals (Friedman et al. 1994). Particularly unmarried 

cohabitation, the most prevalent type of first union, may be considered more frequently as a low-cost 

partnership and therefore viable in periods of uncertainty (Oppenheimer 1988; Clarkberg 1999; Mills 

and Blossfeld 2005). In the group with lower education, women are expected to have secondary 

earning position in the couple more frequently, and therefore less likely to adopt egalitarian attitudes 

with respect to paid work (Glass 1992; Kane and Sanchez 1994). As a result, lower educated women 

may be more likely to invest in the family sphere in periods of economic hardship. For the non-tertiary 

educated group, we expect union formation to be less affected by adverse economic conditions and 

employment positions, particularly in case of women. In sum, this leads to the hypothesis that the 

negative association between adverse (individual- and aggregate-level) economic conditions and first 

union formation is more articulated among the tertiary educated (hypothesis 3). 

3.3 Data & methods 

Testing the research hypotheses requires longitudinal micro-data on both union formation and 

employment, complemented with contextual information on economic conditions. The analyses use 

retrospective union histories from the first (1993-2005) and the second wave (2005-2008) of the 
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French Generations and Gender Survey (GGS)
16

. Employment histories were drawn from the second 

wave of the GGS. 

3.3.1 Model specifications and dependent variable 

Men and women (aged 16-39) who had never entered a co-residential union are observed between 

1993 and 2008 with respect to their partnership and employment histories
1718

. The data file includes 

information for 1,914 individuals born between 1954 and 1987. Respondents are followed on a 

monthly basis until (i) their first union (a direct marriage or a cohabitation lasting for at least three 

months) (1,420 events), or until (ii) censoring at age 39 or at the month of the interview (494 

censored). Table 3.1 shows that only a small group of respondents married directly (91 individuals or 

less than 7% of all first unions), whereas 1,329 first unions were identified as unmarried cohabitations. 

Pre-arrival experience of first generation immigrants has been excluded as union formation and 

immigration may be linked (Bracher and Santow 1998). 

Multilevel discrete-time event history models are estimated using a logit link function to study 

the odds of entering a first union versus staying ‘at risk’ (i.e. never having entered a co-residential 

partnership). Separate models are estimated for men and women. Since unobserved individual time-

constant characteristics are potentially correlated with the independent variables in the model, failure 

to account for this unobserved heterogeneity may lead to biased parameter estimates. Hence, all 

models include a normally distributed random frailty term at the individual level (Mills 2011). In other 

words, person-months (63,592 among men and 81,309 among women) are nested in persons (804 men 

and 1,110 women). The reported random-intercept variance (i.e. residual variance) reflects the 

variance between individuals that is not accounted for by the covariates included in the model (e.g. 

due to personality traits, perceived attractiveness, etc.)
19

. 

3.3.2 Independent variables 

Table 3.1 presents the distribution of person-months at risk between age 16 and first entry into a co-

residential union or censoring for both the time-constant and time-varying covariates. For the time-

constant characteristics, Table 3.1 additionally includes the distribution of individuals ever at risk of 

entering a co-residential union. Age, living at the parental home and calendar time are included as 

control variables. 

Age. All models include a cubic specification of age (time-varying) as the baseline hazard 

function. Age is centred at 16 years. In the sample, men at risk of entering their first co-residential 

union are 23.4 years old on average, whereas the average age for women at risk is 22.5 years. 

                                                           
16

 Analyses assessing the validity of demographic data in the first GGS wave indicate that retrospectively 

calculated first marriage rates approximate vital statistics quite well for the period 1990-2005 (Vergauwen et al. 

2015). Additional bias may result from errors in reporting the start of unmarried unions (Hayford and Morgan 

2008), but the validity of retrospective data on cohabitation could not be assessed given the lack of vital 

registration data. 
17

 For the construction of the dependent variable (first entry into a co-residential union) and some of the time-

varying covariates (parental home living status and employment status), information on the months of event 

occurrences are used. As some of these month variables include missing information (i.e. only the year or the 

season of event occurrence are reported), random imputation was applied to avoid excluding these cases. 
18

 As unmarried cohabitation became the dominant type of first union from the early 1990s on (about 90 per cent 

of the first unions being cohabitations), we restricted the scope of the analyses to this period. This avoids 

complex modeling strategies that distinguish between types of union and facilitates the extrapolation of our 

results to recent years. Also, the detailed information on aggregate unemployment is only available from 1993. 
19

 Likelihood ratio tests indicated that introducing an individual-level random-intercept significantly improved 

model fit (at the 5% level) for women. In contrast, including an individual-level random intercept did not 

significantly improve model fit for men (at the 10% level). 
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Table 3.1: Distribution of person-months at risk between age 16 and first entry into a co-residential 

union (% person-months) and distribution of individuals ever at risk of entering a co-residential union 

(% individuals), women and men aged 16-39, 1993-2008 

 Person-months exposure 

(% of person-months) 
Individuals ever at risk 

(% of individuals) 

 Men Women Men Women 

Birth cohort (time-constant) 

1954-59 1.90 1.87 4.48 3.60 

1960-69 16.67 11.99 19.65 12.79 

1970-79 55.02 49.79 50.00 46.67 

1980-87 26.41 36.35 25.87 36.94 

Age
a b

 (time-varying) 

16-21 45.71 55.14   

22-27 31.56 26.57   

28-33 15.20 11.46   

34-39 7.53 6.83   

Mean (St. Dev.) 23.41 (5.67) 22.49 (5.61)   

Educational attainment (time-constant)   

Non-tertiary 57.66 41.57 60.32 46.13 

Tertiary 42.43 58.43 39.68 53.87 

Calendar time (year) (time-varying)   

1993-1996 34.96 30.64   

1997-2000 29.07 27.99   

2001-2004 21.93 26.03   

2005-2008 14.03 15.34   

Living at parental home (time-varying)    

Yes 54.26 56.77   

No 45.74 43.23   

Employment status (time-varying)    

Student 40.63 55.28   

Employed 52.76 39.46   

Unemployed 4.07 3.17   

Out of the labor force 0.47 1.25   

Other inactivity 2.07 0.84   

Unemployment rate
a
 (time-varying) 

Mean (St. Dev.) 7.69 (2.55) 9.28 (3.49)   

Total N 63,592  81,309 804 1,110 

N censored   213 281 

N of cohabitations   558 771 

N of direct marriages   33 58 
Source: French GGS Wave 1 and 2, calculations by authors 
a
 The mean and standard deviation are presented for continuous variables. 

b 
A cubic age specification is used as the baseline hazard function. 

Calendar time. A variable reflecting calendar year is included as a control variable. Consistent 

with developments in other European countries, an ongoing postponement of entry into a first union or 

marriage has been reported in France (Prioux 2003). An interaction between calendar year and the 

quadratic age specification therefore controls for unmeasured factors related to postponement of union 

formation. 

Parental home living status. A time-varying dummy-variable is included indicating whether 

respondents are living with their parents. The descriptives in Table 3.1 show that the share of person-

months spent cohabiting with parents is somewhat higher among women than is the case among men 

(56.8% versus 54.3% respectively), reflecting that women enter a co-residential union more quickly 

than men after leaving the parental home. Previous studies indicate that the co-residence of adult 
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children with their parents is often related to economic need (e.g. a non-employment) on behalf of the 

young adults (Isengard and Szydlik 2012). 

The main independent variables of interest are educational attainment, individual-level employment 

status and aggregate-level unemployment rate. 

Educational attainment. The highest educational degree recorded in GGS Wave 2 is included as 

a time-constant covariate in the analysis
20

. Based on the ISCED-classification (1997), two levels of 

education are distinguished
21

: non-tertiary education (ISCED-levels 0-4 or at most post-secondary 

education) and tertiary education (ISCED-levels 5-6 or any type of tertiary education, i.e. holders of at 

least ‘diplômes professionnels divers’). The distribution of the education variable shows that women 

in the sample attain a higher level of education than men, with 53.9% of the women having a tertiary 

educational degree compared to 39.7% among men. All models include an interaction between 

education and age (linear) as the timing of leaving education is expected to differ by level of 

education
22

. This is in line with findings by Skirbekk and colleagues (2004) which suggest that event 

timings (such as marriage) are clustered in terms of social age - time since leaving education - because 

of social interactions and peer-group influences of fellow school cohort members. 

Employment status. The available time-varying information on employment status was 

collapsed into a categorical variable distinguishing five states: i) student, ii) employed (including (self-

)employment, military service, working as a family member in a family business, or being on parental 

or maternity leave), iii) unemployed (looking for a job), iv) out of the labor force (not looking for a 

job) and v) other inactivity (ill, disabled or retired). Additional analyses testing various lags of 

employment status find the strongest associations between current employment (i.e. unlagged) and 

partnership formation. We observe that the majority of the person-months are spent in employment 

and being a student. Men spend 40.6% of the person-months between age 16 and their first union in 

education, while 52.8% of the person-months are spent in employment. The relative number of 

person-months spent in education is larger among women (55.3%), whereas the number of person-

months in employment is relatively lower (39.5%). For men, 4.1% of the person-months are spent in 

unemployment, while this proportion is 3.2% among women. Whereas men spend comparatively 

smaller proportions of time out of the labor force (0.5%), women more often leave the labor market to 

stay at home (1.3%). Finally, 2.1% of the male person-months are in other types of inactivity, 

compared to 0.8% of the female person-months. Further, an interaction term between education and 

employment status is included to examine differential effects of employment status on union 

formation by level of education. To test this interaction, employment status was collapsed into a 

categorical variable distinguishing only three states: i) student, ii) employed and iv) not employed
23

. 

                                                           
20

 A time-varying variable reflecting the respondent’s enrolment status and highest level of education attained at 

the moment of observation is strongly correlated with the time-varying indicator of employment status (i.e. 

student status). Therefore, individual education is constant for the entire observation period and represents the 

(anticipatory) degree that students reach when finishing school. Only 7.8% of the respondents entered their first 

co-residential union (or were censored) while being a student or had missing information regarding the date 

when they reached their highest level of education. Additional robustness checks were performed for all models 

with entry into the risk set at leaving education instead of age 16, which yielded similar results (results available 

as an appendix of this chapter). As the number of person-months is lower in the models that only consider those 

who have left education, the effect of education is no longer significant. 
21

 Due to a low number of respondents with the lowest educational level (i.e. ISCED levels 0-2), we included 

educational attainment as a variable with two categories. 
22

 Interaction terms between education on the one hand and age, age square and age cubic on the other were 

tested. Only the interaction with age yielded a significant improvement in model fit. 
23

 The category ‘not employed’ includes respondents who are unemployed, out of the labor force or otherwise 

inactive. Problems of model convergence required collapsing activity status into fewer categories, given the low 

numbers of person-months in some categories. 
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Unemployment rate. Macro-level unemployment rates have frequently been used as indicators 

of economic context in research on union and family formation. A review of the literature indicates 

that unemployment and consumer confidence reflect the effect of economic recession on family 

formation more closely than general indicators such as GDP or inflation rate (Sobotka et al. 2011). As 

a result, individual-level data from the GGS are complemented with gender-specific time-series of 

monthly unemployment rates (age 15-39, 1993-2008) drawn from Eurostat (2014b). These gender-

specific time-series are re-scaled using education-specific annual unemployment rates (i.e. the relative 

differences in the annual unemployment rate between educational levels are applied to the monthly 

rates) (Eurostat 2014a; 2014c). For each observed month a gender- and education-specific 

unemployment rate is used in models 3-4. This allows us to adequately consider the association 

between partnership formation of individuals and the economic conditions in their labor market 

segment. To simplify the interpretation of the results, unemployment rates were centred at the average 

gender-specific level (8.7 per cent for men and 9.8 per cent for women) for the period 1993-2008. To 

examine whether the association between aggregate unemployment and the odds of entering a co-

residential union varies by education, interactions between unemployment rate and educational 

attainment are tested. 

3.4 Results 

Tables 3.2 and 3.3 report the exponentiated coefficients for the event history models of entry into a 

first union, allowing for an interpretation in terms of odds-ratios (OR). Although the tables show the 

full regression model results, our discussion will focus primarily on the regression coefficients for the 

covariates of interest. The first two models estimate the coefficients for individual employment status, 

whereas models 3 and 4 show how macro-level unemployment is related to the entry into a first union, 

net of individual-level employment status. 

3.4.1 Results for the micro-level covariates (models 1-2) 

Model 1 shows that the likelihood of entering a first union among men differs by employment status 

(Table 3.2). Being employed is positively associated with entry into a first partnership. Compared to 

employed men (reference category), the likelihood of entering a first union is significantly lower 

among both unemployed men (OR = 0.46) and men enrolled in education (OR = 0.48). Probably due 

to the low number of men out of the labor force, the negative association with the entry into a first 

union is not statistically significant (p > 0.100). The likelihood of starting a first union is lowest, 

however, for men who are otherwise inactive (OR = 0.34). The between-subject variance (reflecting 

the variance between men that is unaccounted for by the model) is estimated to be 0.477, which is not 

statistically significant at the 10% level. 

For women we find that the regression outcomes for employment status differ substantially 

from the results found for men (model 1). A delaying effect is only observed for students as the 

likelihood of entering a first union is significantly lower in this group (OR = 0.41) compared to 

employed women. For unemployed women (OR = 0.97) and other inactive women (OR = 0.77) the 

likelihood of entering a first co-residential union does not differ significantly from employed women 

(p > 0.100). Women who are out of the labor force, in contrast, are nearly three times more likely to 

form a partnership (OR = 2.80) than women who are employed. The estimated between-subject 

variance (0.628) is statistically significant at the 5% level, indicating that unobserved differences 

between women affect the likelihood of entering a co-residential union. In sum, we observe that while 

female educational enrolment hampers union formation, other forms of individual non-employment do 

not defer union formation among women. Female individual unemployment has no effect, while the 

likelihood of entering a co-residential union is the highest for women who are out of the labor market  
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Table 3.2: Odds ratios (OR) for entering a first union among never-partnered singles (models 1-2), 

men and women aged 16-39 in France (1993-2008) 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 Men  Women  Men  Women  

     OR  Sig.   OR  Sig.   OR Sig.   OR  Sig. 

Micro-level covariates 

Age (baseline hazard function)         

Age 2.10 *** 1.97 ***  2.08 *** 1.91 *** 

Age square 0.94 *** 0.93 ***  0.94 *** 0.94 *** 

Age cubic 1.00 *** 1.00 ***  1.00 *** 1.00 *** 

Education          

Non-tertiary 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Tertiary 0.62 ** 0.46 ***  0.60 *** 0.47 *** 

Tertiary*age 1.05 ** 1.10 ***  1.05 ** 1.11 *** 

Calendar time          

Year 1.08 * 1.04 -  1.08 * 1.05 - 

Year*age 0.99 - 1.00 -  0.99 - 0.99 - 

Year*age square 1.00 - 1.00 -  1.00 - 1.00 - 

Living at parental home          

Home living 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Single living 1.76 *** 1.35 ***  1.75 *** 1.38 *** 

Employment status          

Employed 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Student 0.48 *** 0.41 ***  0.45 *** 0.41 *** 

Not employed
a 

     0.51 *** 1.46 ** 

Unemployed 0.46 *** 0.97 -      

Out of the labor force 0.49 - 2.80 ***      

Other inactivity 0.34 *** 0.77 -      

Tertiary education*employment status        

Employed      1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Student      1.11 - 1.02 - 

Not employed
a
      0.52 - 0.57 * 

Model parameters 

Between-subject variance 0.4768      - 0.6277     ** 0.4565    - 0.5561    ** 

N person-months 63,592 81,309 63,592 81,309 

Deviance (-2LL) 6,357.66 8,748.27 6,356.09 8,759.74 

Df 15 15 15 15 

AIC 6,387.66 8,778.27 6,389.09 8,789.74 
Source: French GGS Wave 1 and 2, calculations by authors 
a
 The not employed category encompasses unemployment, out of the labor force and other inactivity (model 2) 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 

(e.g. homemaker), but not otherwise inactive (possibly because of its limited number of observations). 

The results of model 1 for men and women hence confirm hypothesis 1a, suggesting that particularly 

among men employment remains an important condition for union formation. 

To verify whether the association between employment status and union formation differs by 

educational level, interaction terms between both variables are introduced in model 2. To test the 

interaction, unemployment, being out of the labor force and other inactivity are collapsed into a single 

category (i.e. being not employed). The regression coefficients for employment status in model 2 

(Table 3.2) reflect the effect of employment status among individuals not having tertiary education. 

The parameter estimates for the interaction between education and employment status reflect how the  
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effect of employment status differs among individuals having tertiary education compared to those not 

having tertiary education
24

. For men who do not have a tertiary education, the results show that the 

likelihood of entering a co-residential union is substantially lower among men who are not employed 

(OR = 0.51) compared to employed men. Although the results suggest that the negative effect of non-

employment on the likelihood of entering a union is more pronounced among tertiary educated men 

(OR = 0.51 x 0.52 = 0.27), this differential effect is not significant (p > 0.100). Also the negative 

association between enrolment in education and the likelihood of entering a co-residential union 

shows limited variation by level of education. As a result, for employed men the likelihood of entering 

a co-residential union shows limited variation across educational levels
25

. The likelihood for 

partnership formation is lower for students and men who are not employed, showing little variation by 

level of education. 

For women, the odds ratios of model 2 show that not being employed only lowers the likelihood 

of entering a first union among the tertiary educated group (OR = 1.46 x 0.57 = 0.83). This differential 

effect is statistically significant at the 10% level. In contrast, the association between non-employment 

and union formation is positive among non-tertiary educated women (OR = 1.46). Regarding the 

student status, differences between educational levels remain limited and statistically insignificant (p > 

0.100). Finally, for employed women the odds of entering a co-residential union are similar across 

educational levels
26

. Altogether, the analysis points out that, for women, the positive association 

between entry into a first union and employment is only found among those with tertiary education. 

For men, not being employed reduces the likelihood of entering a co-residential union regardless of 

their educational level. Our results thus partially support the hypothesis (H3) that non-employment 

particularly hampers first union formation among those with higher education. For both men and 

women the between-subject variation is reduced in model 2. Whereas the between-subject variance is 

no longer significant among men, this variance remains statistically significant for women (p < 0.050). 

3.4.2 Results for the macro-level covariate and cross-level interactions (models 3-4) 

Models 3 and 4 (Table 3.3) additionally introduce macro-level unemployment rates. Model 3 indicates 

that variation in the aggregate-level unemployment rate is not significantly (p > 0.100) related to the 

likelihood of entering a first union for either men or women (Table 3.3). Our findings thus provide 

little support for a negative association between macro-economic adversity and the transition to a first 

partnership, controlling for individual-level employment status (hypothesis 2). A sensitivity analysis 

was carried out to test whether the outcomes differ by gender. A pooled model including both men and 

women shows that the odds ratio for women (OR = 1.02) significantly differs (at the 10% level) from 

the odds ratio found for men (OR = 0.96)
27

. 

Model 4 additionally includes interactions between the macro-level unemployment rate and 

education. For both men and women, the main effect for the unemployment rate in model 4 reflects 

the effect of variation in the unemployment rate on the likelihood of entering a first union among 

individuals with non-tertiary education. The interaction term reflects how the effect differs among 

tertiary educated individuals. For men, including the interaction term significantly improves the model  

                                                           
24

 In other words, the regression coefficients present the differential effects. 
25

 The main effect of education in model 2 shows that the likelihood of entering a co-residential union is 

substantially lower at age 16 for tertiary educated men compared to non-tertiary educated, whereas the positive 

interaction between education and age indicates that the differential diminishes at older ages. A model without 

the interaction between age and education, estimating the average educational differential between ages 16 and 

39 in the likelihood of entering a union, shows an odds ratio of only 0.97 (p > 0.100). 
26

 A model without the interaction between age and education, estimating the average educational differential 

between ages 16 and 39 in the likelihood of entering a union, shows an odds ratio of only 1.11 (p > 0.100). 
27

 In the pooled model all control variables are interacted with gender to ensure comparability with the separate 

models by gender. 
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Table 3.3: Odds ratios (OR) for entering a first union among never-partnered singles (models 3-4), 

men and women aged 16-39 in France (1993-2008) 

 Model 3 Model 4 

 Men  Women  Men  Women  

     OR  Sig.   OR  Sig.   OR Sig.   OR  Sig. 

Micro-level covariates 

Age (baseline hazard function)         

Age 2.09 *** 1.98 ***  2.12 *** 1.98 *** 

Age square 0.94 *** 0.93 ***  0.94 *** 0.93 *** 

Age cubic 1.00 *** 1.00 ***  1.00 *** 1.00 *** 

Education          

Non-tertiary 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Tertiary 0.56 ** 0.52 ***  0.35 *** 0.52 *** 

Tertiary*age 1.04 - 1.11 ***  1.04 * 1.11 *** 

Calendar time          

Year 1.07 - 1.05 *  1.07 - 1.05 - 

Year*age 0.99 - 1.00 -  0.99 - 1.00 - 

Year*age square 1.00 - 1.00 -  1.00 - 1.00 - 

Living at parental home          

Home living 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Single living 1.78 *** 1.35 ***  1.76 *** 1.35 *** 

Employment status          

Employed 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Student 0.47 *** 0.41 ***  0.48 *** 0.41 *** 

Unemployed 0.47 *** 0.97 -  0.47 *** 0.97 - 

Out of the labor force 0.49 - 2.78 ***  0.51 - 2.77 *** 

Other inactivity 0.35 ** 0.77 -  0.35 ** 0.77 - 

Tertiary education*employment status        

Employed          

Student          

Not employed
a
          

Macro-level covariates 

Unemployment rate      

Main (ref. group)  0.96 - 1.02 -  0.97 - 1.02 - 

Tertiary education*UR           

Unemployment rate       0.84 ** 1.00 - 

Model parameters 

Between-individual variance 0.5131      - 0.6466     ** 0.5021    - 0.6446    ** 

N person-months 63,592 81,309 63,592 81,309 

Deviance (-2LL) 6,355.22 8,747.67 6,350.78 8,747.67 

Df 16 16 17 17 

AIC 6,387.22 8,779.67 6,384.78 8,781.67 
Source: French GGS Wave 1 and 2, calculations by authors 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 

fit (p < 0.050 with Δ-2LL = 4.44 and Δdf = 1). The difference between men with non-tertiary and 

tertiary education is significant at the 5% level and also substantial in terms of coefficient size. For the 

first group the odds ratio indicates a weak negative association (OR = 0.97), while a 1 percentage 

point increase in the unemployment rate implies a 19% decline in the odds of entering a first union 

among men with tertiary education (OR = 0.97 x 0.84 = 0.81). The results hence suggest that the 

negative association between macro-level unemployment rate and union formation is particularly 

pronounced among tertiary educated men. The effect size is substantial as France witnessed a 2  
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percentage point increase in unemployment for all educational levels in the early 2000s. According to 

the results of model 4, this increase of unemployment diminishes the odds of entering a co-residential 

union by 38% for men with tertiary education, compared to only a 6% decrease among men with non-

tertiary education. For women, including the interaction term between unemployment rate and 

education does not significantly improve the model fit (p > 0.100 with Δ-2LL = 0.00 and Δdf = 1), 

indicating that the estimated interaction is not significant. In sum, our findings suggest that the 

negative association between adverse macro-level economic conditions and the likelihood of entering 

a first union is particularly pronounced among highly educated men (hypothesis 3), whereas no effect 

is found among women regardless their level of education. 

3.5 Discussion 

This section first discusses the results with respect to individual employment status and partnership 

formation (hypotheses 1a-1b). Although our findings suggest that the effects of employment status 

vary by educational level, we first compare the results with similar studies which did not take into 

account this heterogeneity. The findings of our study support the hypothesis that partnership formation 

is more strongly related to the individual-level employment status of men than is the case among 

women (H1a). For men, employment is an important prerequisite to enter a first co-residential union. 

Both enrolment in education and non-employment significantly reduce the likelihood of entering a 

first union. The models that did not incorporate the interaction between employment and education 

suggest that female employment is less important for the entry into a first union, notwithstanding 

rising gender symmetry in the division of labor in French households (Winkler-Dworak and Toulemon 

2007). In contrast to findings by Ekert-Jaffé and Solaz (2002) in the 1990s, the likelihood of 

unemployed women to enter a first co-residential union was found to be comparable to employed 

women. In line with the aforementioned study, however, the results differ for women who are out of 

the labor force (excluding disabled or retired women) since inactive women are most likely to form a 

partnership. The results suggest that the male-breadwinner model of partnership formation has not 

disappeared altogether. This may also result from the fact that men enter partnerships at older ages, 

and hence have more stable employment positions than their female partners. Alternatively, it could be 

that the date of co-residence is planned in advance and thus anticipated over a longer time period. 

When women leave the labor force as a preparatory step towards living in a partnership, the direction 

of causality is reversed as the decision of forming a partnership leads to leaving the labor force. The 

evidence for such anticipatory effects seems limited, however. Models testing different lags for the 

individual-level employment status (up to 6 months) suggest a stable and strong positive association 

between being out of the labor force and the likelihood of entering a first union among women. The 

results demonstrate that the use of current employment status yields the strongest relation with entry 

into a first union. In this respect, our findings are different from research carried out for Finland 

(Jalovaara 2012). Although the latter study focuses on a more narrow selection of birth cohorts (1969-

81), the results for Finland show a similar association between employment status and first partnership 

entry for men and women, suggesting more gender-egalitarian roles in general. Similarly, a European 

study shows that the role of employment regarding union formation is more similar for men and 

women in more gender-egalitarian settings (Kalmijn 2011). 

With respect to macro-level conditions, we find partial support for a negative association 

between aggregate unemployment and union formation (hypothesis 2), controlling for individual 

employment status, but only in the case of men. This result is similar to other studies on France that 

have linked indicators on macro-economic context to union formation (Ekert-Jaffé and Solaz 2001; 

Vergauwen and Neels 2013). One explanation for this gender difference is related to different age 

schedules of partnership formation. As men partner at older ages and are less sensitive to the business 
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cycle at these ages (Verick 2009), their younger partners may feel less uncertain to form a union 

during economic adversity. Ekert-Jaffé and Solaz (2001), however, related this finding to high 

unemployment among French women. Given their lower employment chances regardless of the 

business cycle, women may be less affected by changes in macro-economic context. Also, women are 

frequently employed in service and public sectors which are less sensitive to changes in macro-

economic conditions, implying less variation in the female unemployment rate (Verick 2009). 

Compared to previous studies, this chapter particularly contributes to the literature by 

considering educational differentials in the association between economic conditions and first union 

formation. The results indicate that our conclusions on hypotheses 1a and 1b have to be nuanced as the 

effects of individual employment and aggregate unemployment vary between educational levels. We 

find that not being employed reduces the likelihood of entering a first union particularly among those 

with higher education (hypothesis 3). Whereas this differential effect of individual employment is 

significant for women, it is not among men. Compared to women with non-tertiary education, 

employment is found to be important among highly educated women. For women without tertiary 

education, union formation, particularly in case of unmarried cohabitation, may allow uncertainty 

reduction under precarious labor market perspectives at a low cost (Friedman et al. 1994; Mills and 

Blossfeld 2005). In addition, it is likely that gender symmetry is more important for women with high 

education. Because of their investments in education and more favorable job skills, employment and a 

strong attachment to the labor market are highly valued (Bolzendahl and Myers 2004). Non-

employment may be at odds with their aspirations and signal financial uncertainty (Liefbroer and 

Corijn 1999). In line with aforementioned studies emphasizing the importance of female employment 

in gender-egalitarian settings (Kalmijn 2011; Jalovaara 2012), both men and women are expected to 

contribute financially to the household in this group. Women with less education, by contrast, are less 

likely to adopt egalitarian attitudes and have lower employment expectations (Glass 1992; Kane and 

Sanchez 1994). The results further suggest that the relation between being student and first union 

formation does not significantly differ by educational level. 

Finally, interaction between education and the aggregate-level unemployment rate yields only 

statistically significant results in case of men, with economic context particularly affecting entry into a 

first union among the tertiary educated men (hypothesis 3). This suggests that different mechanisms 

are at work. For non-tertiary educated men forming a first partnership may reflect a strategy aimed at 

reducing uncertainty. In this case, young people with a lower education, a priori experiencing the most 

obstacles to find stable work, are predicted to be less sensitive for variation in short-term macro-

economic circumstances with respect to union formation (Germe et al. 2003; Fondeur and Minni 

2004). Men entering the labor market with a high education struggling to find employment may 

choose lower-status and short-term jobs under unfavorable circumstances. This may be perceived as a 

difficult labor market situation which does not meet expectations regarding career development 

(Verhaest and Omey 2009). We find less support for hypothesis 3 among women. For women, no 

effect is found for macro-level economic conditions, regardless their level of education. 

3.6 Conclusion 

Our results indicate that the role of labor market positions with respect to partnership formation differs 

significantly by gender and educational level. For men, not being employed reduces the probability of 

entering a co-residential union, regardless of their level of education. For women, not being employed 

reduces the probability of entering a co-residential union, but only among those with tertiary 

education. Based on these results, we argue that employment progressively becomes an decisive factor 

for partnering among French women as female educational levels are increasing. In line with our 
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expectations, the importance of male and female economic contributions to the family may thus be 

converging for a rising number of households in France.  

Aggregate-level economic adversity is observed to postpone union formation among men 

controlling for individual-level employment status, and this is predominantly the case among the 

highest educated group. In the light of the recent European economic crises (2008 and later), the most 

dramatic increases in French male unemployment are observed for non-tertiary educated individuals 

(Eurostat 2014a)
28

. As recent economic developments have adversely affected employment prospects 

of the latter in particular, union formation as a strategy to reduce uncertainty may further rise for this 

group. 

Our study on the association between variation in both aggregate-level economic context and 

individual employment and union formation is subject to a number of limitations. Given the high 

number of fixed-term contracts in France, especially among young adults, including additional data on 

employment contract duration provides an avenue of further research (Ekert-Jaffé & Solaz 2002; 

Pailhé and Solaz 2012). This would allow us to address the question whether the association between 

aggregate-level economic context and union formation can be (partially) attributed to increasing 

uncertainty regarding employment. In addition, a higher frequency of short-term contracts among less 

educated workers could possibly explain smaller differences in the likelihood of partnership formation 

between non-employment and employment for this group. Finally, it would be relevant to take 

longitudinal micro-data on income into account as this would allow to distinguish between the effect 

of non-employment related to employment uncertainty, and the effect related to the loss of financial 

resources. 

  

                                                           
28

 Between 2008 and 2013 a 7 percentage point rise in the unemployment rate was observed among ISCED-

levels 0-2. For ISCED-levels 3-4 and 5-6 (tertiary educated) 5 and 1 percentage points increases are observed 

during this period (men aged 15-39) (Eurostat 2014a). 
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3.7 Appendix 

Table 3.A1: Odds ratios (OR) for entering a first union among never-partnered singles (models 1-2) 

between leaving education and age 39 in France, men and women (1993-2008) 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 Men  Women  Men  Women  

     OR  Sig.   OR  Sig.   OR Sig.   OR  Sig. 

Micro-level covariates 

Age (baseline hazard function)         

Age 1.86 *** 1.49 ***  1.85 *** 1.42 *** 

Age square 0.95 *** 0.96 ***  0.95 *** 0.96 *** 

Age cubic 1.00 *** 1.00 ***  1.00 *** 1.00 *** 

Education          

Non-tertiary 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Tertiary 0.66 - 0.63 *  0.69 - 0.67 - 

Tertiary*age 1.04 - 1.08 ***  1.04 - 1.07 *** 

Calendar time          

Year 1.13 ** 1.05 -  1.13 ** 1.06 - 

Year*age 0.98 * 0.99 -  0.99 * 0.99 - 

Year*age square 1.00 - 1.00 -  1.00 - 1.00 - 

Living at parental home          

Home living 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Single living 1.65 *** 1.10 -  1.64 *** 1.15 - 

Employment status          

Employed 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Not employed
a 

     0.51 *** 1.33 * 

Unemployed 0.46 *** 0.95 -      

Out of the labor force 0.48 - 2.30 ***      

Other inactivity 0.37 ** 0.69 -      

Tertiary education*employment status        

Employed      1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Not employed
a
      0.53 - 0.60 * 

Model parameters 

Between-subject variance 0.0954      - 0.3863     ** 0.0550     - 0.3536     - 

N person-months 37,752 36,361 37,752 36,361 

Deviance (-2LL) 5,155.22 5,606.52 5,153.76 5,616.13 

Df 14 14 13 13 

AIC 5,183.22 5,634.52 5,179.76 5,642.13 
Source: French GGS Wave 1 and 2, calculations by authors 
a
 The not employed category encompasses unemployment, out of the labor force and other inactivity (Model 2) 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 

  



EDUCATIONAL DIFFERENTIALS IN IMPACT OF ECONOMIC CONDITIONS ON UNION FORMATION 

 

85 

Table 3.A2: Odds ratios (OR) for entering a first union among never-partnered singles (models 3-4) 

between leaving education and age 39 in France, men and women (1993-2008) 

 Model 3 Model 4 

 Men  Women  Men  Women  

     OR  Sig.   OR  Sig.   OR Sig.   OR  Sig. 

Micro-level covariates 

Age (baseline hazard function)         

Age 1.83 *** 1.51 ***  1.87 *** 1.52 *** 

Age square 0.95 *** 0.96 ***  0.95 *** 0.96 *** 

Age cubic 1.00 *** 1.00 ***  1.00 *** 1.00 *** 

Education          

Non-tertiary 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Tertiary 0.58 * 0.73 -  0.35 *** 0.68 - 

Tertiary*age 1.04 - 1.08 ***  1.04 - 1.08 *** 

Calendar time          

Year 1.11 ** 1.07 -  1.12 ** 1.07 - 

Year*age 0.98 - 0.99 -  0.98 - 0.99 - 

Year*age square 1.00 - 1.00 -  1.00 - 1.00 - 

Living at parental home          

Home living 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Single living 1.68 *** 1.10 -  1.66 *** 1.10 - 

Employment status          

Employed 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.  1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Unemployed 0.47 *** 0.94 -  0.48 *** 0.95 - 

Out of the labor force 0.49 - 2.27 ***  0.50 - 2.26 *** 

Other inactivity 0.38 ** 0.69 -  0.38 ** 0.69 - 

Tertiary education*employment status        

Employed          

Student          

Not employed
a
          

Macro-level covariates 

Unemployment rate      

Main (ref. group)  0.95 * 1.03 -  0.96 - 1.03 - 

Tertiary education*UR           

Unemployment rate       0.82 ** 0.97 - 

Model parameters 

Between-individual variance 0.1958      - 0.4164     - 0.1523     - 0.3956    - 

N person-months 37,752 36,361 37,752 36,361 

Deviance (-2LL) 5,151.49 5,605.59 5,147.03 5,605.45 

Df 15 15 16 16 

AIC 5,181.49 5,635.59 5,179.03 5,637.45 
Source: French GGS Wave 1 and 2, calculations by authors 

Significance levels: not significant (-), p < 0.100 (*), p < 0.050 (**), p < 0.010 (***) 
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Chapter 4 

4. Educational differentials in cohabitants' marriage intentions at 

different stages of family formation in seven European countries
29

 

4.1 Introduction 

Following the rise of post-marital cohabitation, new types of cohabitation came to the fore in western 

Europe in the 1970s. Direct marriage declined dramatically and living together before marriage 

became widespread. However, couples not only cohabit as a prelude to marriage but may also opt for 

cohabitation as an alternative to marriage (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; Hiekel, Liefbroer, and 

Poortman 2014). Whereas modern forms of cohabitation initially emerged as childless co-residences 

between partners (Kiernan 2004), western Europe soon witnessed an increasing share of births 

occurring within cohabitation. For many couples cohabitation has developed into an acceptable setting 

for childbearing (Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). Several authors have interpreted the growing prevalence 

of contemporary forms of cohabitation and rising non-marital fertility in western Europe as being part 

of a Second Demographic Transition (SDT), reflecting cultural change in more privileged social 

groups (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988; 2002). As a result, the SDT posits a positive correlation 

between post-modern value-orientations and the emergence of new family forms. Most central and 

eastern European (CEE) countries, in contrast, witnessed increasing unmarried cohabitation and non-

marital births in the late 1980s and early 1990s (Kostova 2007; Zakharov 2008). Despite the recent 

changes in family trends, several authors argue that CEE countries have mostly maintained traditional 

patterns of partnership and family formation (Kostova 2007). A number of recent studies suggest that 

cohabitation and non-marital childbearing in CEE countries are more frequently prevalent among the 

lower socio-economic strata, reflecting social and economic disadvantage (Perelli-Harris and Gerber 

2011; Potârcă et al. 2013; Spéder 2005). Long-term cohabitation and non-marital childbearing may 

hence reflect impoverishment as well as cultural emancipation (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). 

Several studies have looked into the socio-economic gradient of family forms in different parts 

of the world (Hobcraft and Kiernan 2001; Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010; 

Ventura 2009). However, behaviors do not necessarily reflect intentions and motivations towards these 

behaviors. For instance, couples with a disadvantaged background may still want or intend to form a 

conjugal family but feel they lack the required resources to realize marriage plans (Gibson-Davis et al. 

2005). Rather than considering behavior as a proxy for underlying intentions, we address short-term 

marriage and childbearing intentions in their own right. Data for seven European countries are used 

from the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) to analyze marriage intentions at different stages of 

family formation among cohabiting individuals. The analysis distinguishes between western European 

and CEE country clusters because of the varying contexts in which increases of new family forms 

have occurred. To examine socio-economic differentials this contribution uses educational attainment 

as a measure. Following the SDT, education is one of the most important mechanisms leading to 

changing values and is therefore, in turn, related to new family forms (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988; 

2002). Literature relating cohabitation and non-marital fertility to disadvantage predicts negative 

associations between education and these family forms (Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). In this view, 
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educational attainment is strongly correlated with individual economic outlook and welfare 

dependency (Lichter et al. 2003). 

4.2 Theoretical framework 

In this section we contrast the two most prominent diffusion patterns of unmarried cohabitation and 

non-marital childbearing discussed in the literature. Subsequently, we identify the characteristic 

features and correlates of these family forms for the countries in the analysis
30

. 

4.2.1 Two distinct social patterns in the diffusion of cohabitation and non-marital fertility 

In an overview paper, Sobotka (2008) discerns two patterns of diffusion of changing family and 

partnership formation in Europe. The first pattern relates major cultural changes, coinciding with post-

war economic prosperity, to the new family forms emerging in the second half of the twentieth century 

(Lesthaeghe 2010; Lesthaeghe and Meekers 1987; Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa 1986). In this view, 

rising standards of living entailed a shift in post-war birth cohorts towards post-materialist attitudes. 

Proponents of the SDT argue that the increasing emphasis on self-determination and autonomy 

constitutes the core process underlying the rise of contemporary cohabitation in western Europe 

(Lesthaeghe 2010). In many countries the rejection of the traditional family as an institution has 

started among secularized, better educated young couples (Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004). Hence, 

individuals with an advanced education are considered to be the ‘forerunners’ of new family behaviors 

in these countries (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988, 2002; Sobotka 2008).  

A substantial body of literature describes a different diffusion pattern of non-marital fertility and 

partnerships. In this regard, changing family forms reflect socio-economic conditions in society and 

particularly economic constraints are considered to be an important factor behind the rise of alternative 

family forms (Oppenheimer 2003). The choice for long-term cohabitation is frequently a mere 

adaptation to uncertain circumstances that have little to do with personal preferences or value patterns 

(Sobotka 2008). Scholars frequently link this idea to increasing unmarried cohabitation among young 

couples since this group is often confronted with difficulties entering the labor market (Buchholz et al. 

2009; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010), resulting in uncertain prospects (Mills and Blossfeld 2005; Skirbekk, 

Stonawski, and Sanderson 2010). The rising expectations regarding living standards and consumption 

patterns may have affected marriage patterns of low educated and unskilled people in particular. 

Financial stability and house ownership are considered as important prerequisites for couples to feel 

ready to marry (Smock et al. 2005). Financial stress, in contrast, is associated with relationship 

conflict, which may indirectly preclude marriage. Also, the cost of a wedding is often indicated as an 

additional barrier (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Gibson-Davis et al. 2005). Cherlin (2004) therefore 

interprets modern marriage in the United States as an important symbol of prestige and personal 

achievement. This meaning reflects socio-economic differentials as low-income groups often fail to 

meet the perceived requirements to marry. Several authors have therefore referred to a ‘Pattern of 

Disadvantage’ (POD) when studying family forms among lower socio-economic groups (Edin and 

Kefalas 2005). Whereas the SDT links new family forms to high education and the acquisition of 

cultural capital, the POD emphasizes the association between those forms and economic disadvantage. 

Neither the SDT nor the POD pattern is expected to occur in a pure and unequivocal form 

(Sobotka 2008). Conceptions of emerging family forms emphasizing either cultural emancipation or 

economic disadvantage are not necessarily mutually exclusive but may reflect varying motivations 

underlying these family forms in different social groups (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 2002; Sobotka 2008). 

In most studies the diffusion of cohabitation and non-marital childbearing in a particular time period 
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and country is, however, thought to be more strongly associated with one particular mechanism. For 

instance, Perelli-Harris and Gerber (2011) have raised the question – contrasting both SDT- and POD-

hypotheses – whether the post-communist social and economic changes in Russia are related to a 

particular process of changing family formation strategies.  

4.2.2 Western Europe 

The western part of Europe is often considered as the benchmark region of SDT behavior. Young 

couples generally start living together without being married in most of these countries nowadays 

(Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). The extent to which childbearing takes place within cohabitation is, 

however, subject to variation. For instance, France and Norway are forerunners in non-marital 

childbearing. In both countries, about half of first births are born in cohabitation (Beaumel, Daguet et 

al. 2007; Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). In countries such as Germany and the Netherlands, in contrast, a 

majority of women gives birth within the context of marriage (Alders and De Graaf 2001; Le Goff 

2002). Compared to living unmarried together before parenthood, the proportion of couples having 

children – and subsequently remain – in cohabitation is hence much lower (Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). 

As argued earlier, these changes in demographic trends were first observed in northern and 

western European countries and considered as a ‘Second Demographic Transition’ from the 1980s 

onwards (Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa 1986). Following the theoretical framework of the SDT, this 

predominantly occurred among highly educated individuals because of their rejection of the 

established normative regulations and long-standing forms of authority. Tolerance and openness 

towards, for instance, unmarried unions is shown to be higher among the better educated in Germany 

and the Netherlands (Pongrácz and Spéder 2008). However, the high prevalence of cohabitation and 

non-marital childbearing of the last decade could suggest a more widespread and less selective 

acceptance of new family forms. This hypothesis is in line with classic theories of cultural innovation, 

whereby new behaviors are first heralded by the higher social strata and subsequently diffuse to other 

social groups. In a similar vein, sociological literature suggests that the socio-economic differentials in 

partnership formation may, currently, have well diminished since such choices have become 

exclusively individual and de-traditionalized (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Giddens 1992). As a 

result, individual perceptions of a relationship (e.g. relationship satisfaction) are gaining importance 

(Wiik et al. 2010). Another way in which new family forms could have been diffused is proposed by a 

study of Perelli-Harris and colleagues (2010). The authors support the idea that new social norms have 

first led to an increase in cohabitation and childbearing within cohabitation. However, economic 

constraints and changing conditions during the 1980s and 1990s – characterized by high 

unemployment, progressing globalization, and labor market deregulation – particularly affected less 

affluent and low educated groups in western Europe. As a result, economic constraints could have 

paved the way for stronger increases in new family forms amidst the lowest socio-economic positions 

in western European countries as well. 

4.2.3 Central and eastern Europe 

Increases in the proportions of cohabiting couples and children born outside marriage started in many 

CEE countries before 1990 (Hoem, Kostova et al. 2007). However, it has repeatedly been argued that 

the economic and political transformations following the fall of communism have accelerated the end 

of a long tradition in (nearly) universal marriage and weakened the tie between marriage and 

parenthood (Sobotka 2008; Zakharov 2008). Studies on different CEE countries show that younger 

birth cohorts have ever since started to abandon long-standing views on lifestyles, family life and 

collectivism (Dimitrova 2006; Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 2002; Sobotka, Zeman, and Kantorová 2003; 

Stankuniene and Jasilioniene 2008). For example, urban and better educated young people report more 
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liberal attitudes towards new family forms in Georgia, Poland and Romania (Kotowska, Jóźwiak et al. 

2008; Muresan, Hărăguş et al. 2008; Sumbadze and Tarkhan-Mouravi 2003). In Bulgaria, findings 

based on the World Value Studies have pointed out that a younger, innovative cluster of respondents 

no longer considers marriage to be the only socially accepted family form. Satisfaction and well-being 

within family life are furthermore increasingly valued (Dimitrova 2006). Recent eastern European 

birth cohorts are hence indicated to become progressively ‘westernized’ (Thornton and Philipov 

2009). These findings suggest that the accelerated changes in partnership and family formation reflect 

the values associated with the SDT after the collapse of restrictive communist regimes (Gerber and 

Berman 2010; Kon 1995; Potančoková, Vaňo et al. 2008). 

On the other hand, it has been argued that the post-communist economic transitions 

predominantly contributed to the diffusion of unconventional family formation among the least 

educated in CEE countries (Sobotka 2008). For instance, Koytcheva and Philipov (2008) highlight a 

negative educational gradient of cohabitation in Bulgaria as a consequence of growing economic 

uncertainties. Findings of Kostova (2007) additionally suggest that Bulgaria has a long-standing 

pattern of cohabitation among disadvantaged groups. In this respect, Spéder (2004, 2005) hypothesizes 

a clear differentiation in family formation strategies between social groups. Whereas the lower social 

strata often combine childbearing with cohabitation, privileged groups paradoxically distance 

themselves by reinforcing traditional family formation pathways. For Russia, a literature review finds 

mixed evidence on the spread of cohabitation and non-marital fertility. Some authors discard an 

‘economic crisis’-effect on marriage. The Russian decline of marriage is often associated with the 

relaxation of ideological controls during the 1980s (e.g. Gorbechev’s glasnost) and tight marriage 

markets associated with the WWII decline of the male population in certain areas (Gerber and Berman 

2010). According to Perelli-Harris and Gerber (2011), however, the diffusion of non-marital 

childbearing shows a pronounced POD signature after the 1980s. As poor labor market prospects 

became even more detrimental during the Russian economic turmoil of the 1990s (Gerber 2002, 

2006), the pool of ‘marriageable’ men in the lower strata of society had possibly shrunk further. 

Although no educational differences are observed for conception within cohabitation, less educated 

women appear to refrain more frequently from marriage following conception than women with a high 

education in Russia (1980-2003) (Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). One of the least studied countries 

among the former Soviet countries in this respect is Georgia. This country experienced dramatic 

economic declines during the 1990s following a civil war and difficult relations with Russia. This 

resulted in peaking unemployment levels, high poverty and a reallocation of labor into small-scale 

agricultural self-employment. Only recently Georgia has witnessed some economic recovery, while it 

is still struggling with elevated poverty levels and an unstable labor market (Balbo 2009). For the time 

being, scant research addressing socio-economic differentials in new family forms is available for 

Georgia. 

4.3 Research hypotheses 

This chapter considers short-term intentions of respondents to marry and/or have a(nother) child in the 

next three years. The central research question examines how the association between marriage 

intentions and education varies at different stages of family formation among partners in unmarried 

cohabitation. To this end, we consider variation of marriage intentions by parity and intentions of 

having a(nother) child. We distinguish three situations: i) marriage intentions among cohabitants who 

do not have children and do not intend to have a child at the time of the survey (before the start of 

family formation), ii) marriage intentions among cohabitants, regardless of the number of children 

they have, intending to have a child (during family formation), and iii) marriage intentions among 
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cohabitants who already have (a) child(ren) and who do not intend to have another child (after family 

formation). 

Based on the SDT framework, we expect a negative educational gradient of marriage intentions 

at different stages of family formation, particularly at the dawn of the SDT. Highly educated 

cohabitants are more likely to forego marriage not only before having children, but also during family 

formation, as marriage and childbearing have become increasingly disconnected (the SDT hypothesis). 

This suggests that particularly partners with a low education are more likely to opt for a traditional 

pathway of family formation. The second alternative draws on the POD perspective, which 

hypothesizes that marriage intentions are the highest for co-residing partners with a more advanced 

education (the POD hypothesis). The better educated cohabiting partners, who are able to afford more 

traditional pathways of family formation, are thus expected to marry before or at one stage during 

family formation. Alternatively, as cohabitation and non-marital childbearing diffuse to all social 

groups, education may become less decisive with respect to marriage intentions for both childless 

couples without fertility intentions and cohabiting couples intending to have a(nother) child. The third 

hypothesis (the diffusion hypothesis) therefore predicts no particular educational differentials in 

marriage intentions for co-residing men and women before and during family formation. Finally, we 

consider cohabitants who already have children and who have no intentions to have another child at 

the time of the survey. As this group has shunned marriage throughout family formation, we expect 

them to be rather selective and more likely to forego marriage. As a result, we expect marriage 

intentions to be less prevalent among cohabitants who have concluded the process of family 

formation. Here too, a negative or positive educational gradient would be considered to be consistent 

with the SDT or POD, whereas a neutral educational gradient would be considered consistent with 

faded educational differentials. 

4.4 Data and methods 

The analysis uses data from the first wave of the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS). The GGS 

provides the required variables on intentions to marry and/or have a child among those in an 

unmarried cohabitation for seven countries: Bulgaria (2004), France (2005), Georgia (2006), Germany 

(2005), the Netherlands (2002-2004), Norway (2007-2008), and Russia (2004). The selection of this 

limited set of countries is based on the availability of comparable information in the GGS. From a 

country-pooled dataset we selected a subsample of respondents aged 20-34 (this excludes 56,909 from 

the 76,609 cases) who are in unmarried cohabitation at the time of the survey (an additional 15,852 

respondents are omitted). Because of the questionnaire routing, respondents who expect to have a 

child (either the respondent or the respondent’s partner are indicated to be pregnant) and respondents 

potentially unable to have (additional) children are not questioned about their fertility intentions. This 

further diminishes the number of respondents (593 cases), resulting in a subsample of 3,255 

cohabitants. The analysis concerns short-term intentions of marrying and/or having a(nother) child in 

the three years following the survey. To verify whether cohabitants who had children outside of the 

current union are selective in marriage intentions, all models are estimated separately for this group as 

a sensitivity analysis. 

Countries are grouped in two clusters for the analysis. The first group comprises three CEE 

countries (Bulgaria, Georgia, and Russia) and the second includes four western European countries 

(France, Germany, the Netherlands, and Norway). As the number of selected respondents varies 

considerably by country (from 193 in Germany to 778 in Norway), country weights are implemented 

to give each country an equal representation in each group
31

. We do not claim that the limited sets of 
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countries are representative for their corresponding regions in Europe. Based on previous studies, 

however, we find comparable contextual settings and diffusion patterns of new family forms within 

the clusters. 

4.4.1 Dependent variables and modeling strategy 

Binary logistic regression models are used to estimate the educational gradient of short-term marriage 

intentions combined with fertility intentions. The answers ‘definitely not…’ and ‘probably not 

intending to marry during the next three years’ are coded 0. Answers ‘probably yes…’ and ‘definitely 

yes to the intention to marry during the next three years’ are coded 1
32

. A similar procedure is carried 

out for the intentions of having a(nother) child(ren) during the next three years
32

. Studies on moving 

from cohabitation to marriage show that more than 60 per cent
33

 of starting co-residents realize their 

intentions to proceed to marriage (Guzzo 2008; Noack et al. 2010). Empirical support for the 

predictive power of fertility intentions has been mixed (Schoen, Astone et al. 1999; Westoff and Ryder 

1977), as these are considered subject to the mediating impact of individual and contextual 

characteristics (Azjen 1991; Régnier-Loilier and Vignoli 2011; Sobotka and Testa 2008). 

Combining the answers on both intention questions yields a typology consisting of four groups: 

i) cohabiting respondents not intending any transition in the next three years (no intentions), ii) 

cohabiting respondents intending to marry in the next three years, but not intending to have a child 

(marriage only), iii) cohabiting respondents planning to have a child in the next three years without 

getting married (non-marital fertility), and finally iv) cohabiting respondents intending to have a child 

and get married in the next three years (marital fertility). The distribution of the typology is shown in 

Table 4.1. To test our different hypotheses, the logistic regression models consider different stages of 

the family formation process. First, the models address marriage intentions among cohabiting 

individuals not intending to have a child in the next three years (marriage only versus no intentions, 

i.e. the first two categories of the combined intentions in Table 4.1). Including interaction terms 

between education and parity allows to examine the educational gradient in marriage intentions before 

(childless cohabitants without fertility intentions) and after (cohabitants with at least one child without 

fertility intentions) family formation. Second, the models consider marriage intentions among 

cohabiting respondents who intend to have a child in the next three years (marital fertility intention 

versus non-marital fertility intention, i.e. the third and fourth category of the combined intentions in 

Table 4.1). This part of the analysis investigates the educational gradient in marriage intentions during 

family formation. In addition, interaction between country and education is allowed to verify whether 

the educational gradients vary within the country clusters. 
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Table 4.1: Frequencies and proportions of marriage and fertility intentions among cohabitants in seven 

central and eastern European and western European countries (aged 20-34) 

 Mar. Fert. Central & eastern Europe Western Europe 

   Frequency Proportion (%) Frequency Proportion (%) 

Marriage intentions     

No intentions -  312 29.4 945 55.4 

Intentions +  749 70.6 762 44.6 

Fertility intentions     

No intentions  - 503 47.4 773 45.3 

Intentions  + 558 52.6 934 54.7 

Combined intentions     

None - - 194 18.3 537 31.5 

Marital only + - 309 29.1 235 13.8 

Non-marit. fertility - + 117 11.0 408 23.9 

Marital fertility + + 441 41.5 527 30.9 

Number of respondents 1,061  1,707  

Source: GGS Wave 1 Bulgaria, GGS Wave 1 France, GGS Wave 1 Georgia, GGS Wave 1 Germany, GGS Wave 1 the 

Netherlands, GGS Wave 1 Norway and GGS Wave 1 Russia (calculations by authors) 

4.4.2 Missing values and multiple imputation 

From the selected subsample of 3,255 respondents, we found missing values for 6.6% of the 

respondents with respect to marriage intentions
34

. Because of missing answers on the fertility 

intentions, the total proportion of missing values on at least one of the intention items adds up to 

10.5% of the sample. Taking into account the independent variables, we find that the proportion 

showing a missing value for one or more variables increases to 15.0%. As a result, 2,768 respondents 

provide complete information on all variables. Hence, multiple imputation procedures were used to 

check the robustness of the results (Johnson and Young 2011). Missing values were imputed using 

ICE in Stata (Royston 2005) and the MI IMPORT and MI ESTIMATE Stata commands yielded 

regression estimates with the imputed information. The results and substantive interpretations drawn 

from the imputation analysis were largely similar to the findings based on listwise deletion of missing 

values (available on request). This suggests that the missing information does not bias the results 

strongly. Because post-estimation indicators (e.g. a likelihood-ratio test) relying on maximum 

likelihood estimation are not applicable in the MI-estimation procedures, we report the results based 

on listwise deletion of missing values. 

4.4.3 Independent variables 

The multivariate models include the following explanatory variables of interest: educational 

attainment, relationship satisfaction, parity, and country. Appendix table 4.A1 shows descriptive 

information on the independent variables. The central variable in our hypotheses is educational 

attainment. The GGS provides the highest reached educational level of each respondent
35

. Based on 

the ISCED-classification (1997), the analysis distinguishes between low education (ISCED levels 0-2 

or at most lower secondary education), middle education (ISCED levels 3-4 or at most post-secondary, 
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 The proportion missing values is particularly high for countries not providing uncertain answering options 

(e.g. probably intending to marry) (Ní Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 2011). 
35

 Respondents who are still in education (7.7% of the selected sample) at the time of the survey may not have 

reached their highest educational level yet. Additional analysis however shows that the results are robust for the 

exclusion of students. 
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non-tertiary education), and high education (ISCED levels 5-6 or any type of tertiary education). 

Besides educational attainment, the analysis includes relationship satisfaction. It is suggested that 

relationship assessments become more important predictors of marriage intentions as the explanatory 

power of socio-economic variables weakens. In line with Wiik and colleagues (2010), we collapse the 

original scale to a dummy variable indicating whether respondents were very satisfied with their 

partnership (values 9 to 10) or less satisfied (values 0 to 8)
36

. More than 65% of all respondents report 

being very satisfied (9-10) with their relationship. Sensitivity analysis shows that including 

relationship satisfaction as a 5-point scale (to make the satisfaction variable compatible) yields similar 

results. Parity and country are two other main variables in the analysis. The analysis takes the number 

of biological children (both residential and non-residential, and regardless of whether these children 

are also biological children of the respondent’s current partner) into account by distinguishing between 

three groups: i) childless respondents, ii) respondents having one child, and iii) respondents having 

two or more children. As indicated earlier, interaction terms between education and parity are included 

as well. The models further assess between-country variation by including country dummies and 

interaction terms between country and education. 

The multivariate models additionally control for age group (20-24, 25-29, and 30-34), gender, 

union duration, parental separation or divorce, previous partnership experience, and employment 

status. Union duration is considered because low educated individuals are expected to enter their first 

partnership at younger ages. By the time more educated couples start to cohabit, their less educated 

peers may have left cohabitation to marry or plan to marry (Ní Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 2013). The 

models further control for parental separation or divorce (before the respondent’s 18
th
 birthday) since 

it is suggested to be negatively associated with the likelihood of getting married (Kiernan and Cherlin 

1999). Subsequently, a dummy variable indicating whether or not the respondent had any previous 

(non-)marital partnerships is also added to the models. We expect the group with a previous 

experience to be more selective, given that dissolution and re-partnering have been shown to be 

selective in terms of education, first union type, and parity (Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010; Wu and 

Schimmele 2005). In addition, re-partnering is likely to be related to union type as well as childbearing 

intentions (Thomson, Hoem et al. 2002; Thomson, Winkler-Dworak et al. 2012; Wu and Schimmele 

2005). Finally, we control for employment status. Net of current employment, educational attainment 

can be regarded as a more general indicator of economic outlook. This aspect of education reflects 

employment opportunities and economic potential in the long run. Employment status was collapsed 

to a dummy variable contrasting employed persons (employed or self-employed) to persons without 

employment (homemakers, the unemployed, students enrolled in education, retired individuals, and 

inactive others). 

4.5 Results 

The results section consists of three parts. Section 4.5.1 presents descriptive findings on marriage and 

fertility intentions. Subsequently, section 4.5.2 discusses marriage intentions among cohabiting 

partners not intending to have a child in the next three years. This allows to assess the educational 

gradient of marriage intentions before and after family formation. Finally, section 4.5.3 considers 

marriage intentions for cohabitants who intend to have a child. This section examines marriage 

intentions during family formation. 
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 For most GGS countries, respondents are asked to rate relationship satisfaction on a scale ranging from 0 (not 

at all satisfied) to 10 (completely satisfied). Only in the Netherlands relationship quality is scaled from 1 to 5. 
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4.5.1 Descriptive findings on marriage (and fertility) intentions by age group 

Figure 4.1 presents the distribution of marriage intentions (regardless of intentions to have a child) 

among 20 to 34 year old cohabiting partners in CEE and western Europe by five year age groups. In 

CEE countries (left panel of Figure 4.1), cohabitants in their twenties more frequently report having 

marriage intentions (resp. 75.5 and 73.1%) than cohabitants in their thirties (65.3%). In western 

Europe marriage intentions among unmarried cohabitants are much lower (right panel of Figure 4.1). 

The somewhat lower share (41.7%) of cohabitants intending marriage in the 20-24 age group 

compared to older age groups suggests marriage is being postponed. In the 25-29 and 30-34 age 

groups the proportion intending marriage is higher (resp. 45.8 and 45.1%), but still substantially 

lower than in CEE countries.  

Figure 4.1: Distribution of marriage intentions among cohabitants in CEE countries and western 

Europe by five year age groups 

 Central and eastern Europe                    Western Europe 

Source: GGS Wave 1 Bulgaria, GGS Wave 1 Georgia, and GGS Wave 1 Russia - GGS Wave 1 France, GGS Wave 1 

Germany, GGS Wave 1 the Netherlands, and GGS Wave 1 Norway (calculations by authors) 

Figure 4.2 jointly considers intentions of marriage and fertility. For CEE countries, the left panel of 

Figure 4.2 indicates that fertility intentions are more strongly related to marriage than to cohabitation. 

In all age groups fertility intentions are more frequently combined with an intention to marry (e.g. in 

the group of cohabitants aged 20-24 some 48% have both marriage and fertility intentions, whereas 

only 10.0% intend to have a child without getting married). Fertility intentions dwindle among 

cohabitants aged 30 and older. As a result, a bigger share of respondents in these older age groups 

have no intentions or only intend to marry. In western Europe, fertility and marriage intentions are 

most frequent in the age groups 25-29 and 30-34, again suggesting that postponement of marriage and 

family formation is more articulated in western Europe than in CEE countries. In contrast to CEE 

countries, fertility intentions in western Europe less frequently involve the intention to marry. 

However, the share of respondents intending to have a child without getting married (non-marital 

fertility) is still lower than the share intending to have a child and getting married (marital fertility). 

Among the cohabitants not intending to have a child, the share intending to get married is considerably 

lower in western Europe than in CEE countries. 
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Figure 4.2: Distribution of marriage and fertility intentions among cohabitants in CEE countries and 

western Europe by five year age groups 

Central and eastern Europe                   Western Europe 

Source: GGS Wave 1 Bulgaria, GGS Wave 1 Georgia, and GGS Wave 1 Russia - GGS Wave 1 France, GGS Wave 1 

Germany, GGS Wave 1 the Netherlands, and GGS Wave 1 Norway (calculations by authors) 

4.5.2 Marriage intentions among cohabitants before and after family formation 

In this section, marriage intentions are examined among cohabitants not intending to have a child. The 

logistic regression models compare the group only intending to marry to the group having neither 

marriage nor fertility intentions. Bivariate analysis (not shown) suggests a positive educational 

gradient in marriage intentions without fertility intentions for CEE countries. Cohabitants with a 

middle (OR
37

 = 2.09, p < 0.001) and a high educational degree (OR = 1.80, p < 0.050) more frequently 

plan to marry their partner compared to less educated (reference group) cohabitants. Table 4.2 presents 

the multivariate models. Panel A for CEE countries suggests that educational differentials are weaker 

controlling for all other variables. The model estimates a statistically insignificant association between 

education and marriage intentions. Additional analysis (not shown) indicates that the significant 

bivariate association is predominantly explained by between-country variation in educational 

differentials. We find that between-country differences are substantial with Russian and particularly 

Georgian cohabitants having stronger marriage intentions than cohabitants in Bulgaria. Although 

relationship satisfaction is positively related to marriage intentions (p < 0.010) (Table 4.2), this factor 

does not explain the weakened educational gradient in the model.  

For western Europe, the bivariate model (not shown) finds no statistically significant relation 

between marriage intentions without intending to have a child and education (middle: OR = 0.93, p > 

0.050; high: OR = 1.09, p > 0.050 compared to the lower educated). The multivariate model (Panel A 

for western European countries in Table 4.2) reports limited educational differentials as well. 

Relationship satisfaction and parity, in contrast, are both significantly (p < 0.050) related to marriage 

intentions. A high relationship satisfaction involves more frequently marriage intentions. Having two 

children or more also increases marriage intentions among cohabitants not intending to have a(nother) 

child, suggesting that marriage is more likely to take place after family formation has been terminated. 

Finally, between-country variation emerges among the western European countries considered, with 

Norway showing lower marriage intentions, while Germany displays higher marriage intentions in 

comparison with the other countries. 

To assess variation of the educational gradient in marriage intentions by stage of the family 

formation process, interaction terms between parity and education are added to the multivariate 
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 Odds ratio. 
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models (Figure 4.3). The inclusion of the interaction terms entails no significant improvement of the 

model for CEE countries or western Europe (CEE: p > 0.100 with Δ-2LL = 0.73 and Δdf = 4; western 

Europe: p > 0.100 with Δ-2LL = 7.69 and Δdf = 4). Hence, the weak educational gradients are 

suggested to be invariant over different parities in both country clusters. This indicates that marriage 

intentions before (childless cohabitants) and after (cohabitants with at least one child) family 

formation are not subject to particular educational differentials (cfr. the diffusion hypothesis). In the 

CEE cluster, a weak positive educational gradient (differences not significant at the 5% level) is found 

among cohabiting parents with one child. The interaction terms show a stronger association between 

education and marriage intentions among cohabitants having one child in western Europe (p < 0.050 

for the difference between the lower and higher educated): the odds ratio indicates that highly 

educated one-child parents are six times more likely to intend marriage after concluding family 

formation compared to low educated cohabitants. Additional analysis, testing the model separately for 

cohabitants having biological children with former partners, shows that this result predominantly 

stems from cohabitants with a child from a previous partnership. 

Figure 4.3: Net interaction effect (odds ratios) between education and parity in a multivariate model of 

marriage intentions among cohabitants not intending to have a(nother) child in CEE countries and 

western Europe (including lower or upper bounds of 95% confidence intervals) 

 
       Central and eastern Europe               Western Europe 

Source: GGS Wave 1 Bulgaria, GGS Wave 1 France, GGS Wave 1 Georgia, GGS Wave 1 Germany, GGS Wave 1 the 

Netherlands, GGS Wave 1 Norway, and GGS Wave 1 Russia (calculations by authors) 

Multivariate models control for age group, union duration (quadratic), gender, parental divorce, relationship satisfaction, 

employment, and country. 

Significance levels (two-tailed test): not significant ( ), p < 0.050 (*), p < 0.010 (**), p < 0.001 (***) 

Finally, Figure 4.4 examines differences in the educational gradients by country within the country-

groups. The model including the interaction between education and country does not imply a 

statistically significant improvement for CEE countries (p > 0.100 with Δ-2LL = 4.45 and Δdf = 4), 

whereas a small improvement in model fit is found for western European countries (0.100 > p > 0.050 

with Δ-2LL = 10.97 and Δdf = 6). For the CEE cluster, the results indicate that a positive association 

between a higher education and marriage intentions prevails in Georgia. Particularly differences in 

marriage intentions between low and middle educated cohabitants are substantial (p < 0.050), while 

differences between the lowest and highest educated groups are not statistically significant at the 5% 

level. In western Europe, the model including the interaction between country and education suggests 

weak negative or neutral educational gradients in Germany, the Netherlands (significant at the 5% 

level), and Norway. Only in France a positive educational gradient emerges (p = 0.051 for differences 

between low and high educational levels). 
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Figure 4.4: Net interaction effects (odds ratios) between education and country in a multivariate model 

of marriage intentions among cohabitants not intending to have a(nother) child in CEE countries and 

western Europe (including lower or upper bounds of 95% confidence intervals) 

 
 Central and eastern Europe                     Western Europe 

Source: GGS Wave 1 Bulgaria, GGS Wave 1 France, GGS Wave 1 Georgia, GGS Wave 1 Germany, GGS Wave 1 the 

Netherlands, GGS Wave 1 Norway, and GGS Wave 1 Russia (calculations by authors) 

Multivariate models control for age group, union duration (quadratic), gender, parental divorce, relationship satisfaction, 

employment, and parity. 

Significance levels (two-tailed test): not significant ( ), p < 0.050 (*), p < 0.010 (**), p < 0.001 (***) 

4.5.3 Marriage intentions among cohabitants during family formation  

For cohabiting couples intending to have a(nother) child, we distinguish between those having both 

marriage and fertility intentions (marital fertility) and those intending to have a child without the 

intention of getting married (non-marital fertility). The bivariate association between marriage 

intentions and education in this group is strongly positive for the CEE countries (results not shown). 

Both the middle (OR = 2.72, p < 0.001) and high (OR = 4.24, p < 0.001) educational levels more often 

intend to marry compared to their low educated counterparts (reference group). Net of the control 

variables, the multivariate results also demonstrate a strong and statistically significant educational 

gradient in marital fertility intentions (Panel B for CEE countries in Table 4.2). This implies that 

childbearing plans are more strongly related to marriage for cohabitants with a higher level of 

education (cfr. the POD hypothesis). The results of the multivariate model further indicate that marital 

fertility intentions are negatively correlated with union duration, although the negative effect weakens 

with a longer duration. Relationship satisfaction is not significantly associated (p > 0.050) with 

marriage intentions. Finally, between-country variation emerges in the CEE country cluster with 

marital fertility intentions being particularly high in Georgia compared to Bulgaria and Russia.  

In western Europe a weak negative bivariate educational gradient in marital fertility intentions is 

observed (results not shown). Compared to low educated cohabitants (reference group), the middle 

(OR = 0.99, p > 0.050) and higher educated (OR = 0.88, p > 0.050) are somewhat less likely to intend 

marital fertility. The multivariate model for western Europe (Panel B for western Europe in Table 4.2) 

shows a statistically significant (at the 5% level) difference between low and middle educations as the 

middle educated have a lower inclination to marry. Differences between low and highly educated 

groups are, however, limited. All in all, the reported educational gradient in marital fertility intentions 

is rather weak (cfr. the diffusion hypothesis). The results further show between-country variation with 

respect to marital fertility intentions in western European, with predominantly German cohabitants 

being more inclined to marry in case of fertility intentions. In contrast, the intention to have a child is 

most detached from marriage among cohabitants in Norway. Being childless is also associated with a 

significantly higher probability of having marital fertility intentions. Finally, the results indicate that  
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Table 4.2: Net-effects of education and control variables on marriage intentions of cohabitants not 

intending to have a child (Panel A) and cohabitants intending to have a child (Panel B) in CEE 

countries and western Europe, logistic regression results (odds ratios) for age-group 20-34 

 Central & eastern Europe  Western Europe 

 Panel A Panel B  Panel A Panel B 

Intentions  Marriage only 

(none as ref.) 

Marital fertility 

(non-m. as ref.) 

 Marriage only 

(none as ref.) 

Marital fertility 

(non-m. as ref.) 

 e(b) Sig. e(b) Sig.   e(b) Sig. e(b) Sig. 

Country           

Bulgaria 1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref.       

Russia 1.99 * 1.51 -       

Georgia 8.79 *** 5.35 ***       

France       1.00 Ref. 1.00 Ref. 

Germany       0.76 - 3.47 *** 

Netherlands       1.79 * 1.30 - 

Norway       0.25 *** 0.22 *** 

Age (20-24 is ref.)       

25-29 1.00 - 0.74 -   1.18 - 0.90 - 

30-34 0.66 - 0.58 -   0.79 - 1.00  - 

Duration of cohabitation          

Linear 0.88 - 0.75 **   1.14 - 1.12 - 

Quadratic 1.00 - 1.02 *   0.99 * 0.99 * 

Sex (Male is ref.)       

Female 1.07 - 0.68 -   1.54 * 0.64 ** 

Parental Divorce (No divorce is ref.)   

Yes 1.34 - 0.79 -   0.72 - 0.67 - 

Relationship satisfaction (Low to good is ref.)  

Very good 1.91 ** 1.46 -   1.50 * 1.99 *** 

 Employment (Not employed is ref.)         

Employed 0.62 - 0.95 -   0.95 - 1.03 - 

Previous union experience (no experience is ref.)       

Yes 0.71 - 1.20 -   0.87 - 1.15 - 

Parity (One child is ref.)         

No children 0.54 - 1.29 -   0.87 - 1.72 ** 

At least two 

children 

 

1.26 

 

- 

 

0.51 

 

- 

   

2.14 

 

* 

 

1.03 

 

- 

Educational attainment (Low is ref.)   

Middle 1.48 - 1.96 *   0.85 - 0.58 * 

High 1.26 - 3.51 ***   0.88 - 0.70 - 

N 515 546  742 965 

-2 LogL. (df) 557.21 (16) 489.45 (16)  857.22 (17) 1049.65 (17) 

AIC 589.21 521.45  891.22 1083.65 

BIC 657.12 590.29  969.58 1166.48 

Source: GGS Wave 1 Bulgaria, GGS Wave 1 France, GGS Wave 1 Georgia, GGS Wave 1 Germany, GGS Wave 1 the 

Netherlands, GGS Wave 1 Norway, and GGS Wave 1 Russia (calculations by authors) 

Significance levels (two-tailed test): not significant (-), p < 0.050 (*), p < 0.010 (**), p < 0.001 (***) 
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high relationship satisfaction is positively associated with the joint intention of having a child and 

getting married. 

An additional logit model, including an interaction between parity and education, suggests that 

the positive educational gradient of marital fertility intentions is most pronounced among childless 

cohabitants in CEE countries (p < 0.010 for the difference between low and high educational degrees) 

(Figure 4.5). The educational gradient of marital fertility intentions is less pronounced among 

cohabitants already having children. Nevertheless, a statistically significant (at the 5% level) 

association between marital fertility and education is also observed among parents with one child 

(difference between low and high educations). The model fit improvement is not significant compared 

to the model reported in Table 4.2 (p > 0.100 with Δ-2LL = 3.70 and Δdf = 4). In western Europe the 

results show limited variation of the educational gradient by parity (p > 0.100 with Δ-2LL = 3.96 and 

Δdf = 4) as well. Only a significant negative educational gradient (p < 0.050 difference between low 

and middle education) emerges among cohabitants having two or more children. No statistically 

significant differences are found among other parities. 

Figure 4.5: Net interaction effect (odds ratios) between education and parity in a multivariate model of 

marital fertility intentions versus non-marital fertility intentions among cohabitants in CEE countries 

and western Europe (including lower or upper bounds of 95% confidence intervals) 

 
     Central and eastern Europe                        Western Europe 

Source: GGS Wave 1 Bulgaria, GGS Wave 1 France, GGS Wave 1 Georgia, GGS Wave 1 Germany, GGS Wave 1 the 

Netherlands, GGS Wave 1 Norway, and GGS Wave 1 Russia (calculations by authors) 

Multivariate models control for age group, union duration (quadratic), gender, parental divorce, relationship satisfaction, 

activity status, and country. 

Significance levels: not significant ( ), p < 0.050 (*), p < 0.010 (**), p < 0.001 (***) 

Finally, variation of the educational gradient by country is explored within each of the country 

clusters. Compared to the additive multivariate models in Table 4.2, the interaction terms between 

education and country only yield some improvement in model fit for the CEE countries (CEE: 0.100 > 

p > 0.050 with Δ-2LL = 7.90 and Δdf = 4; western Europe: p > 0.100 with Δ-2LL = 2.64 and Δdf = 6), 

suggesting that educational differentials in marriage and fertility intentions vary substantially between 

CEE countries. Figure 4.6 presents the between-country variation in the CEE cluster. The figure 

indicates an articulated positive educational gradient in marital fertility intentions for Russia and most 

particularly for Bulgaria. No statistically significant educational gradient is found in Georgia. In 

western Europe only neutral to weak negative educational gradients are reported. 
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Figure 4.6: Net interaction effect (odds ratios) between education and country in a multivariate model 

of marital fertility intentions versus non-marital fertility intentions among cohabitants in CEE 

countries and western Europe (including lower or upper bounds of 95% confidence intervals) 

 
 Central and eastern Europe                      Western Europe 

Source: GGS Wave 1 Bulgaria, GGS Wave 1 France, GGS Wave 1 Georgia, GGS Wave 1 Germany, GGS Wave 1 the 

Netherlands, GGS Wave 1 Norway, and GGS Wave 1 Russia (calculations by authors) 

Multivariate models control for age group, union duration (quadratic), gender, parental divorce, relationship satisfaction, 

activity status, and country. 

Significance levels: not significant ( ), p < 0.050 (*), p < 0.010 (**), p < 0.001 (***) 

4.6 Discussion  

A bulk of researchers has studied trends in cohabitation, marriage and the relation between marital 

status and fertility throughout Europe. The recent increases in cohabitation and non-marital 

childbearing within central and eastern European countries are frequently connected with a cultural 

‘westernization’ and a liberalization of family forms resulting from a collapse of the communist 

ideological controls. However, other studies, finding that such family forms are more frequently 

observed among impoverished groups, suggest that such cultural guidelines and norms have not been 

embraced in a context of stability and prosperity in this region. In line with the main theories in the 

literature (SDT and POD) we therefore examine educational differentials in marriage and (non)-

marital fertility intentions. This should provide us with more insight into the diffusion of cohabitation 

and non-marital childbearing in western Europe and CEE countries (Sobotka 2008). To our 

knowledge, this is one of the first studies presenting an in-depth analysis of how education relates to 

joint intentions of marriage and fertility. 

Compared to CEE countries, our results indicate that cohabitors in western Europe, regardless 

of having childbearing intentions, less frequently plan to marry in the three years following the 

interview. Although marriage remains important as a childbearing institution, the tie between marriage 

and parenthood has particularly weakened in western Europe (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; 

Kiernan 2004). According to Raley (2001), such convergence of fertility behavior among cohabiting 

and married couples signals the SDT’s progression in western Europe. Within these country groups, 

however, substantial variation with respect to the prevalence of marriage intentions is observed as 

well. Among the CEE countries, Georgian cohabitors are to a large extent more inclined to marry. 

This result accords with research indicating that since the end of communism, most of the values and 

norms concerning families have remained more stable in Georgia (Balbo 2009). Georgian women 

were and still are relatively traditional and conservative in their attitudes about family planning. In 

western Europe the lowest inclination to marry prevails among Norwegian cohabitors, whereas 

Germany shows the highest propensities to marry. 
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The central research question involves the relation between education and marriage intentions at 

three different stages of family formation among cohabiting partners. First we looked at marriage 

intentions before the start of family formation. The results show that in both western Europe and the 

cluster of CEE countries, no significant educational differentials are found in marriage intentions 

among childless cohabitants who do not intend to have children. This implies that marriage outside the 

childbearing context has become increasingly detached from social group in both western Europe and 

CEE countries. This is in line with the diffusion hypothesis, which predicts neutral educational 

gradients, since living together with a partner before the start of family formation has become more 

accepted. Here the significance of other covariates (i.e. relationship assessments) has increased (Wiik, 

Bernhardt, and Noack 2010). As the socio-economic gradient declines, marriage intentions seem to 

depend increasingly on highly individualized characteristics (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995; 

Giddens 1992). 

Whereas educational gradients are limited before family formation starts, marriage intentions in 

CEE countries seem closely intertwined with education among cohabitants intending to have a child. 

The negative educational gradient suggests that cohabitation may be more closely linked to 

disadvantage during family formation. Given that better educated cohabitants follow a more traditional 

pattern of family formation, we find evidence supporting the POD hypothesis for Bulgaria and Russia. 

The absence of such result for Georgia supports the idea that besides some commonalities, CEE 

countries show important dissimilarities. Some awareness of such heterogeneity must be raised when 

discussing partnership and family formation trends for this region. The findings for Bulgaria and 

Russia are of particular relevance since they point at a divergence in family formation patterns based 

on socio-economic status (Mclanahan 2004). The cultural ‘opening’ to the west, associated with the 

end of communism in Europe (Thornton and Philipov 2009), occurs with ‘western’ family forms 

signaling social disadvantage. Several authors have, however, highlighted that cohabitation and non-

marital childbearing have a long-standing association with social vulnerability in this region (Kostova 

2007; Spéder 2005). In addition, the deep social and economic crises of the 1990s have been identified 

as an important factor driving family formation strategies among the most vulnerable groups (Perelli-

Harris and Gerber 2011). The meaning that less educated cohabitants attach to their consensual union 

may therefore differ from the reasons to (shortly) cohabit among their more educated counterparts. 

Economic uncertainty might necessitate the former group to consider their cohabitation as a 

childbearing setting and an alternative to marriage, rather than a rejection of marriage as an institution 

(Clarkberg 1999; Nazio and Blossfeld 2003). Marriage, on the other hand, often remains an indicator 

of stability and success, reserved for those with a higher education. This leads to the question whether 

governments should provide a more elaborated legal framework for cohabitation. A deficient welfare 

protection of the most vulnerable cohabiting partners in case of union dissolution may additionally 

increase the risks of deprivation and childhood poverty. Further, parity-specific analysis indicates that 

the positive educational gradient is strongest for marriage intentions among childless cohabitants 

planning to have a child. Put differently, better educated cohabitants anticipate parenthood and 

frequently intend to marry as they proceed to parenthood. This finding is consistent with the literature 

stating that the least educated in Russia have the lowest chance of marriage after conception (Perelli-

Harris and Gerber 2011). 

The results for western European countries are different in several respects. Comparing marital 

and non-marital fertility intentions, educational differences are absent. Although marriage intentions 

during family formation are generally higher among childless cohabitants, the variation of the 

educational gradient in (non-)marital fertility intentions across parities is limited. Our findings again 

illustrate that the link between marriage and fertility has become much more flexible for different 

educational groups alike in western Europe (the diffusion hypothesis), suggesting that traditional 

norms have largely eroded. Moreover, relationship satisfaction appears to be a more important 
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determinant of marital fertility intentions than education in western Europe compared to CEE 

countries. 

With respect to marriage intentions after family formation, we find weak educational 

differentials in both European regions (the diffusion hypothesis). This conclusion is corroborated by 

the models allowing variation of the educational gradient by parity. The outcomes show no strong 

educational gradients in marriage intentions among cohabitants with children not intending to have 

another child within three years. Cohabitants from CEE who are more inclined to follow traditional 

family formation patterns are expected to have left cohabitation before they conclude family 

formation. Higher marriage intentions are found in western Europe among cohabitants having two or 

more children, suggesting that marriage increasingly takes place after family formation has been 

concluded. 

Limitations and future research 

This contribution has primarily focused on marriage and fertility intentions. The literature, however, 

identifies a range of mediating factors (socio-economic factors, socio-demographic variables, etc.) in 

the realization of intentions (Guzzo 2008; Régnier-Loilier and Vignoli 2011; Toulemon and Testa 

2005). For highly educated individuals, marital fertility outcomes may reflect underlying intentions, as 

research on the realization of fertility intentions has pointed out that people with a high educational 

degree typically anticipate behavior better (Toulemon and Testa 2005). Additional research that 

evaluates the relation between education and the realization of  joint marriage and fertility intentions 

should provide more information on this. 

The inability to disentangle age, period, and cohort (APC) effects presents a limitation for any 

cross-sectional measurement of intentions. Therefore, the results cannot be interpreted with respect to 

cohorts (i.e. SDT-theory) or periods (i.e. relation between economic context and POD). 

Further, the analysis has not addressed the role of policy. The similarity between marriage and 

cohabitation in terms of legal regulations is hypothesized to differ between countries (Perelli-Harris 

and Sánchez Gassen 2012). Studies in Sweden and Norway have also highlighted the importance of 

education with regard to the awareness of legal differences between union types. In general, more 

educated individuals show a better knowledge of specific legal regulations (Björnberg 2001; Noack 

2001; Wiik, Bernhardt, and Noack 2010). Concerns about the legal protection of children associated 

with marriage may therefore differ both between diverse educational levels and countries. 

Finally, the analysis is limited to seven countries because of the availability of comparable 

variables in the different country-specific GGS datasets. As a result, the small number of countries 

does not allow to generalize our conclusions for the two European regions. Further research should be 

carried out to test whether the results hold for other countries as well. 
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4.7 Appendix 

Table 4.A1: Frequencies and proportions of the independent variables among cohabitants in seven 

central and eastern European and western European countries (aged 20-34) 

 Central & eastern Europe Western Europe 

 Frequency Proportion (%) Frequency Proportion (%) 

Age     

20-24 251 23.7 374 21.9 

25-29 400 37.7 701 41.1 

30-34 410 38.6 632 37.0 

Duration of cohabitation
a   

Linear 5.38 (4.23)  3.98 (3.26)  

Quadratic 46.89 (94.12)  26.50 (41.05)  

Sex    

Male 493 46.5 692 40.5 

Female 568 53.5 1,015 59.5 

Parental Divorce 

No 891 84.0 1,430 83.8 

Yes 170 16.0 277 16.2 

Relationship satisfaction   

Low-good 456 43.0 504 29.5 

Very good 605 57.0 1,203 70.5 

Employment   

Employed 521 49.1 439 25.7 

Not employed 540 50.9 1,268 74.3 

Previous union experience     

No 876 82.6 1,351 79.1 

Yes 185 17.4 356 20.9 

Parity    

No children 347 32.7 1,158 67.8 

One child 378 35.6 339 19.9 

At least two children 336 31.7 210 12.3 

Educational attainment 

Low 283 26.7 231 13.5 

Middle 517 48.7 840 49.2 

High 261 24.6 636 37.3 

Total number of respondents 1,061  1,707  

Source: GGS Wave 1 Bulgaria, GGS Wave 1 France, GGS Wave 1 Georgia, GGS Wave 1 Germany, GGS Wave 1 the 

Netherlands, GGS Wave 1 Norway and GGS Wave 1 Russia (calculations by authors) 
a For these continuous variables the mean and standard deviation are shown. 
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5. Assessing the contribution of living arrangements to aggregate 

first birth trends for three European countries between the 1970s 

and 2000s
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5.1 Introduction 

Between 1970 and the early 2000s parenthood has been postponed substantially in Europe. The mean 

ages of first-time motherhood in northwestern European countries such as Norway and the United 

Kingdom have risen from respectively 23.5 and 24.7 years in 1975 to 27.7 and 29.9 years in 2005 

(Eurostat 2015; HFD 2015). In central and eastern Europe (CEE) deferred parenthood came to the fore 

later. In Hungary the mean age of motherhood hovered between 22 and 23 years in the period 1960-

1990. Only from the 1990 onwards, a strong increase has started. In 2005 the mean age reached 26.6 

years (HFD 2015). 

In both northwestern Europe and CEE countries, postponement of parenthood coincides with 

unprecedented changes regarding partnership forms (Van de Kaa 1987; Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). 

According to the initial writings on the idea of the Second Demographic Transition (SDT), changes in 

nuptiality an fertility are both related to cultural shifts (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988; Van de Kaa 

1996, 2001). The SDT highlights the importance of the rise of post-materialist values like self-

realization and self-determination with respect to demographic behavior. Individual-level evidence 

shows that household types are significantly related to post-materialism (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 2002; 

Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004). Concerning fertility, post-materialist attitudes are positively related to 

higher mean ages of first parenthood at the aggregate level (Van de Kaa 2002; Sobotka 2008). At the 

individual level, however, studies find limited support for a direct link (Van de Kaa 2001). The 

assumption that both the rise of alternative living arrangements and delayed parenthood have been 

similarly associated to ideational changes has therefore been contested (Lesthaeghe 2010, 2011). 

Rather, it is suggested that individuals with post-materialist values opt more frequently for flexible and 

low commitment living arrangements (e.g. singlehood or unmarried cohabitation) and delay family-

building institutions such as marriage (and hence parenthood) (Van de Kaa 2001; Mulder 2003). This 

implies an indirect impact of post-materialism, via partnership behavior, on first birth timing. In 

addition to literature addressing cultural determinants of fertility, numerous studies have provided 

evidence for alternative factors affecting parenthood. Between the 1970s and 2000s the length of 

educational careers has considerably increased, inducing an ongoing postponement of first births (Ní 

Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 2012). Further, research suggests a strong association between macro-

economic conditions and fertility (Sobotka et al. 2011), accounting for cyclical childbearing trends. 

Scholars indicate that these factors have an effect on partnership formation as well (Oppenheimer 

1988, 1997, 2003; Ní Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 2013; Vergauwen et al. 2016), again suggesting an 

indirect relation with fertility via entry into a union (Sobotka et al. 2011; De Lange et al. 2014).  
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In the conceptual framework of this chapter, partnership status is considered as an intermediate 

variable, while cultural (i.e. post-materialism) and economic factors (i.e. economic conditions) are 

exogenous factors affecting motherhood timing through partnership formation. Using data from the 

Harmonized Histories, this study aims to examine the explanatory power of changing partnerships 

with respect to first birth trends in three European countries (Hungary, Norway and the United 

Kingdom) between the 1970s and 2000s. The analysis first takes individual-level information on 

education (i.e. enrolment and attainment) and macro-level indicators of economic context into account 

to predict aggregate first birth trends. Subsequently, the empirical contribution of changing living 

arrangements, controlling for education and economic context, is tested. It is suggested that complex 

partnership trajectories and postponement of marriage strongly affect entry into parenthood. In line 

with SDT views on first birth postponement, a substantial net contribution of partnership status is 

expected as it implies post-materialist attitudes relating to childbearing decisions. 

The remainder of this article is subdivided as follows. First, the theoretical section (5.2) 

discusses the appearance of new family forms in western European and CEE countries. Subsequently, 

theoretical considerations and empirical evidence on the link between living arrangements and fertility 

are addressed. Section 5.3 briefly articulates the main research question. In section 5.4 the data and 

methods are considered, whereas section 5.5 presents the results of the analyses. Finally, the 

concluding section (5.6) discusses the most important findings. 

5.2 Theory and previous findings 

From the 1970s onwards, nuptiality and fertility patterns have changed considerably throughout 

northwestern Europe. In Scandinavian countries such new family behaviors started somewhat earlier 

(Noack 2001). Regarding partnering behavior, marriage intensities have decreased strongly for men 

and women in their early twenties. Young adults tend to leave the parental home at later ages, 

experience more and longer spells of living as singles, and show a higher prevalence of pre-marital 

cohabitation or other non-marital partnership forms (e.g. living apart together) (Sobotka and Toulemon 

2008). In addition, divorce rates have increased, while remarriage among divorced persons has 

declined in favor of post-marital cohabitation (Kiernan 2001; Galezewska et al. 2013). With respect to 

reproductive behavior, postponement of parenthood and lower total fertility (leading to sub 

replacement fertility) have become important characteristics since the early 1970s. Also, a higher risk 

of childbearing in cohabitation is observed as non-marital childbearing has gradually become accepted 

(Kiernan 2001, 2004a; Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). In the literature these recent western European 

family realities constitute a so-called Second Demographic Transition (SDT). Most CEE countries 

have witnessed similar changes in family forms after 1990. Notwithstanding that some of these 

characteristics were appearing well before 1990 (e.g. pre-marital cohabitation) (Vishnevsky 1996; 

Spéder 2005; Katus et al. 2008; Hoem et al. 2009), key features of the SDT (such as postponement of 

first births and marriage and non-marital fertility) have accelerated since the fall of communism in this 

region. In many CEE countries changing childbearing behavior even resulted in the emergence of 

lowest-low fertility (period total fertility rates below 1.3) (Kohler et al. 2002).  

5.2.1 Fertility and nuptiality: links and correlates 

Apart from pattern description, the theory of the SDT advocates that new family forms in western 

Europe result from the growing emphasis on higher-order needs and post-materialist values occurring 

with economic prosperity and educational expansion (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988; Van de Kaa 1996, 

2002; Lesthaeghe 2010, 2014). In this respect, ideational shifts would have fostered an inclination 

towards later childbearing and smaller families. In recent publications on the SDT, however, 

Lesthaeghe (2010) suggests that reproductive behavior is not merely culturally motivated and 
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acknowledges the role of ‘mechanical’ or ‘structural’ factors
40

 as important determinants of 

childbearing behavior. Studies using macro-level information show mixed evidence. Some research 

finds that while the rise of cohabitation appears to be conditioned by cultural changes, fertility 

postponement is more responsive to economic variables (Neels 2006; Lesthaeghe and Neidert 2006). 

Other analysis observes strong correlates between mean ages of first parenthood and SDT value 

indicators at the country level (Sobotka 2008). Numerous studies, however, provide empirical support 

for the role of various alternative determinants of parenthood: the expansion of female labor market 

participation (Becker 1981, 1993), increasing educational enrolment (Ní Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 

2012), rising educational attainment (Liefbroer and Corijn 1999; Lappegård and Ronsen 2005), and 

both macro- (Adsera 2005; Neels et al. 2013) and micro-level economic insecurities (Kravdal 2002; 

Hoem 2000; Bernardi et al. 2008). 

Post-materialist values, living arrangements and parenthood 

Available research on the SDT shows associations between liberal and post-materialist value 

orientations and the choice for non-marital living arrangements at the individual level (Van de Kaa 

2001; Moors and Lesthaeghe 2000; Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 2002; Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004; 

Lesthaeghe 2010). At the same time, Van de Kaa (2001) points out that women with a post-materialist 

value orientation postpone family formation more frequently and realize lower completed fertility. 

Nevertheless, the analysis shows that the reduced probability of parenthood among post-materialist 

women does not stem from a lower number of children wanted or considered ideal. This strand of 

research argues that postponement of parenthood may run indirectly via the increasing prevalence of 

living arrangements not directed towards parenthood (e.g. prolonged singlehood). Particularly at the 

onset of SDT, in a normative context with strong preferences for marriage and the bourgeois family 

ideal, women with higher earning potentials and progressive values may have frequently rejected 

traditional family trajectories. For this group, the opportunity costs of a traditional marriage, 

characterized by gender asymmetry in domestic and paid work, and early parenthood are high (Becker 

1981, 1993; Liefbroer and Corijn 1999). As a result, women did not necessarily alter their number of 

children ultimately wanted, but exhibited higher preferences for autonomy and, accordingly, retain 

open life strategies through alternative living arrangements and later parenthood. As a result of this 

selectivity, unmarried cohabitation is considered as more gender-egalitarian in terms of the division of 

domestic work (Shelton and John 1993; Batalova and Cohen 2002; Baxter 2005). It may be regarded 

as a testing ground for marriage and family formation since it provides the advantages of co-residence 

with a partner, without expectations of a strong commitment (Clarkberg et al. 1995). Hence, research 

has also shown that cohabitors, those without marriage plans in particular, are prone to higher 

separation risks (Andersson and Philipov 2002; Wiik et al. 2009). The spread of these more fragile, 

and often experimental, living arrangements (i.e. ‘trial marriages’ or at best ‘preludes to marriage’) 

may result in postponement of childbearing because the readiness for strong family commitments is 

delayed and spells of single living increase. Also, prolonged living in the parental home or in 

singlehood after leaving the parental home yield a deferring impact on the timing of parenthood 

(Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). 

Economic conditions, delayed union formation and parenthood 

An alternative explanation that relates changing partnership formation to parenthood addresses 

economic factors. Deteriorating economic conditions are shown to affect young workers’ career 

prospects as they frequently enter the labor market in uncertain employment positions and regular 

unemployment (Gangl 2002; Wolbers 2007). Particularly literature on changing family forms in CEE 

countries during the economic turmoil of the 1990s suggests a prominent role of economic instabilities 
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(Kostova 2007; Frejka 2008; Sobotka 2008; Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011; Potârcă et al. 2013; Wood 

et al. 2015). The strong rises in non-marital living arrangements and declining fertility are frequently 

attributed to the economic shocks the transition to a capitalist market economy initiated in the post-

communist years. Under adverse economic prospects union formation, and marriage in particular, is 

frequently postponed as singles in unstable job careers are unattractive marriage partners who 

temporarily have insufficient economic resources as well as uncertain career perspectives 

(Oppenheimer 1988). Furthermore, for young adults in (higher) education investments in human 

capital, and thus a prolonged education, may pay off in times of economic difficulties (Kohler et al. 

2002). As a result, recent studies relate economic constraints to postponed first childbearing via 

delayed union formation (Sobotka et al. 2011; De Lange et al. 2014). 

5.2.2 Early adulthood living arrangements and parenthood 

This section presents the living arrangements we consider in the analysis and their empirical link with 

childbearing in the three countries this chapter addresses. 

Leaving the parental home and singlehood 

Given that the overwhelming majority of births take place within a co-residential union (Prinz 1995; 

Kiernan 1999; Mulder 2003), union formation is to a great extent regarded as a prerequisite for the 

entry into parenthood (Baizán et al. 2003; Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). Two living arrangements without 

co-residence between partners are considered: living in the parental home and living single (with or 

without any previous partnership experience). 

The timing of leaving the parental home varies strongly in Europe (Billari et al. 2001; Corijn 

and Klijzing 2001; Iacovou and Skew 2010). Also, the extent to which home leaving occurs with 

union formation is subject to considerable variation between European countries (Holdsworth 2000; 

Billari 2004). This suggests that young adults are likely to replace living in the parental home for 

living together with a partner in some countries. In other countries, however, individuals frequently 

live a considerable period as a single before partnership formation. In Scandinavian countries, men 

and women tend to leave the parental home at an early age since allowances targeting residential 

autonomy are generously provided (Aassve et al. 2002). For the UK, early home leaving is often 

attributed to the educational system. Students enrolled in higher education often study away from their 

parents (Holdsworth 2000; Aassve et al. 2002). The limited overlap between leaving the parental home 

and union formation in these countries suggests that rising ages at marriage are not only explained by 

delayed parental home leaving and the popularity of pre-marital cohabitation, but also by the increased 

prevalence of single living (singlehood without a partner or shared living with non-relatives) after 

leaving the parental home (Heath 2009; Mulder 2009). In CEE countries, the ages of home leaving are 

generally higher (Andersson and Philipov 2002; Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). Before and especially 

after the fall of communism housing prices and shortages have been an important obstacle for young 

adults wanting to leave the parental home (Sobotka et al. 2008; Stropnik and Šircelj 2008). Also a 

rapid expansion of higher education in the post-communist era has contributed to a later timing of 

leaving the parental home. Partnership formation more frequently overlaps with parental home leaving 

in CEE, suggesting limited single living (Billari et al. 2001).  

Unmarried cohabitation and marriage 

Although partnership formation is frequently related to parenthood, the literature distinguishes 

between childbearing probabilities in unmarried cohabitation and marriage (Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). 

Marriage has been regarded as the dominant childbearing setting in industrialized Europe. However, 

the substantial increase in childbearing within cohabitation is identified as a key characteristic of 

European demographic behavior during the last decades (Le Goff 2002; Heuveline and Timberlake 
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2004; Kiernan 2004a). This suggests that the selection of women with lower fertility intentions in 

cohabitation has been decreasing in tandem with the higher prevalence of cohabitation. The choice for 

living together without being married has been progressively accepted and widespread, rather than 

remaining an innovative rejection of particular family norms or an expression of autonomy. 

In northwestern European countries, the large majority of partnerships currently start as 

unmarried cohabitations. Direct marriages have declined dramatically between the 1970s and 2000s 

(Prioux 2006). In CEE countries cohabitation has been overtaking direct marriage ever since the 1990s 

as well (Zakharov 2008). The meaning of cohabitation for childbearing is subject to heterogeneity in 

most European countries. However, a general trend towards a weaker tie between marriage and 

parenthood in favor of a stronger link between unmarried cohabitation and childbearing has been 

established (Raley 2001; Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). Some authors 

have argued that countries ultimately progress to a stage where cohabitation becomes indistinguishable 

from marriage (Kiernan 2004b). Nevertheless, marriage is often not shunned but postponed to later life 

course stages. Most of the parents still marry at some point before or after giving birth (Perelli-Harris 

et al. 2012). Marriage is hence viewed as a more permanent partnership with higher commitment and a 

more elaborated legal framework (Wiik et al. 2009; Perelli-Harris et al. 2014). In CEE countries 

childbearing within cohabitation is less common. The history and recent increases of cohabitation and 

non-marital fertility, especially in Hungary, have frequently been attributed to social disadvantage 

(Spéder 2005). For couples with a lower socio-economic position, marriage is often not feasible and 

unmarried cohabitation serves a second best option (Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). 

5.3 Research questions 

This article addresses the association between living arrangements and entry into parenthood and 

focuses on the following main research question: to what extent can living arrangements explain first 

birth trends between 1975 and 2005? The analysis takes the role of education and economic context 

into account since the literature indicates that first birth timing is strongly related to educational 

expansion and economic cycles. Subsequently, the empirical contribution of living arrangements with 

respect to aggregate first birth trends is tested. The increasing complexity of partnership trajectories 

and postponement of marriage are expected to be strongly associated with entry into parenthood. It is 

assumed that less family-oriented individuals opt for more open-strategy living arrangements (e.g. 

singlehood) and hence put off childbearing (Van de Kaa 2001; Mulder 2003). However, because  non-

marital living arrangements have increasingly become considered as appropriate settings to embark on 

parenthood, the analysis takes shifting first birth risks within different living arrangements into 

account as well. The analysis considers three European countries: Hungary, Norway and the UK. This 

allows us to examine variation on the associations between living arrangements and entry into 

parenthood over different country settings. 

5.4 Data and methods 

To answer our research question the analysis uses data from the Harmonized Histories on childbearing 

and partnership histories of women in three European countries that provide the required data for the 

period of consideration: Norway (N=4,531 for period 1980-2003), the UK (N=4,164 for period 1974-

2004) and Hungary (N=2,849 for period 1975-1998). The Harmonized Histories
41

 is a standardized 

comparative database of reproductive and union histories constructed from different surveys in several 

European countries (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). For Norway and Hungary data are drawn from the 

Generations and Gender Survey (GGS). For the UK the Harmonized Histories includes data from the 
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British Household Panel Survey (BHPS). The GGS and BHPS provide individual-level information on 

education (attainment and enrolment), transitions between living arrangements (including timing, type, 

and duration), and timing of entry into parenthood. The analysis compares observed and fitted parity 

progression ratios for first births (SPPR1)
42

 between the 1970s and 2000s to examine the empirical 

relevance of living arrangements with regard to first birth trends. To this end, a sequence of discrete-

time event history models predict age-specific birth hazards from which SPPR1 time-series are 

calculated. Each model distinguishes between different types of living arrangements to evaluate the 

specific empirical contribution of particular household types. The analysis combines the individual-

level data from the Harmonized Histories with macro-level information on harmonized unemployment 

rates (lagged by 1 year) from the OECD (2011) (for Norway and the UK) and the consumer price 

index (CPI) (lagged by 2 years) provided by the World Bank (2015) (for Hungary). Given that 

previous studies suggested age differentials in the effect of economic context on first birth hazards, the 

economic indicators are interacted with five year age groups (Neels et al. 2013; Wood et al. 2015). 

The retrospective design of the surveys raises questions on the accuracy of the collected event 

histories, such as first childbearing, since several sources of bias have been documented in the 

literature (Blossfeld and Rohwer 2002; Blossfeld et al. 2007; Vergauwen et al. 2015). As a result, 

when times-series for SPPR1 were available from vital statistics, the quality of survey data was 

assessed for the available Harmonized Histories countries by comparing the survey and population 

trends
43

 
44

. Also, the use of different types of survey weights was tested to improve the representation 

of the observed trends with reference to the population trends.  

Modeling strategy, dependent, and independent variables 

From the Harmonized Histories observed trends in SPPR1 are reconstructed between the 1970s and 

2000s for women aged 15-49 years. Childless women enter the risk set at age 15 and are observed 

until a first birth event or their 49th birthday if they remain childless, at which point their observation 

is censored (or the year of the survey if childless women are younger at interview time). Because the 

retrospective calculation of the SPPR1 requires observing women between these ages, the actual 

observation period varies somewhat between countries, depending on the survey year in each country 

and the age range included in the sample. For countries where the retrospectively calculated SPPR1s 

(observed trends) approximate the vital statistics well, discrete-time hazard models of first births were 

subsequently estimated. The estimated hazards from these models, in turn, allow to calculate fitted 

SPPR1s, reflecting the effects of included covariates on trends in SPPR1 over the period considered. To 

evaluate the contribution of living arrangements to aggregate-level first birth trends a sequence of 

models is estimated: models 1-2 (including age, education and variables on economic context) are 

estimated as baseline models, models 3-5 (introducing living arrangements) include different types of 

living arrangements, and models 6-9 (interacting living arrangements with calendar time) verify 

whether first birth risks in certain living arrangements vary by calendar time. A more comprehensive 

description of the models is provided hereafter: 

Model 1. This model only includes a cubic effect of age as the baseline hazard function. 
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The synthetic parity progression ratio reflects the proportion of women (e.g. between age 15 and 49) with a 

certain number of children in a given year proceeding to have an additional child in the same year. Hence, the 

SPPR1 expresses the proportion of childless women (15-49) that become parent in a given year (Hinde 1998).  
43

 As a result, France and Bulgaria are left out of the analysis. 
44

 Mean absolute deviations (MADs) between the retrospective survey estimates and vital statistics were used to 

evaluate the data quality. 
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Model 2a. The second model (A) first expands model 1 by including information on education: a time-

varying indicator of enrolment, time-constant educational attainment
45

 (interacted with age to allow 

varying age schedules by educational level) and a quadratic specification of time-constant age at 

graduation. 

Model 2b. Model 2b introduces macro-level indicators on the economic conditions of a country. 

Sobotka and colleagues (2011) suggest that indicators like unemployment rates reflect the pathways 

through which economic cycles affect fertility. For Hungary time-series on unemployment for the 

period of consideration are unavailable. Instead, higher consumer prices, entailing lower consumption 

capabilities, are suggested to capture evolutions in purchasing power and economic uncertainty 

(Aassve et al. 2006). To test the consistency of using unemployment rates for western European 

countries and the CPI 
46

 for CEE countries, cross-correlations of differentiated unemployment and CPI 

series are analyzed for Norway and the UK. The results indicate positive correlations when CPI is 

lagged by approximately 1-2 years. 

Model 3. Model 3 additionally includes a time-varying indicator (lagged by 1 year) on whether women 

are living in a union or not. For both categories a cubic specification of duration since entry into the 

living arrangement (not in union or in union) is introduced as well. This allows first birth risks to vary 

by time spent in a living arrangement. 

Model 4. This model is similar to model 3 but for women who are not in a union the analysis now 

distinguishes between i) women who are living in the parental home or living as singles before 

entering a co-residential union (‘single before union’) and ii) separated or divorced women who are 

living as singles (‘separated singles’) (both lagged by 1 year)
47

. Durations (cubic specifications) since 

singlehood and separation are also included. 

Model 5. The fifth model is similar to model 4 but further distinguishes between cohabitation and 

marriage for women who are in a union (lag 1). For both living arrangements (cubic) duration 

variables are specified as well. 

Models 6-9. In the subsequent models we extend model 5 by allowing the effects of living 

arrangements on first births to vary over period. In each of the consecutive models 6-9 an additional 

living arrangement (and the duration since entry of the living arrangement) is interacted with a period 

indicator (a dichotomous variable indicating pre- and post-1990)
48

. As a result, in model 9 all four 

(single, separated, cohabiting and married) living arrangements are interacted with a calendar time 

dummy. Because the effect slopes of the different living arrangements are more flexible, we take into 

account increased or decreased childbearing within a particular living arrangement (rather than 

assuming constant childbearing risks by living arrangement between the 1970s and 2005). 

To assess the contribution of living arrangements we first compare the nested models (1-5) based on 

the deviance statistics (-2*LogLikelihood) and the Akaike Information Criteria (AIC). A significant 

improvement between consecutive models suggests that the inclusion of additional covariates (i.e. 

different types of living arrangements) contributes substantially to the explanation of variation in first 

birth hazards. Model diagnostics further indicate whether allowing variation in the effects of living 

arrangements on first birth hazards by calendar time improves the model fits (models 6-9). For each of 

the models, we use the fitted birth hazards to calculate the expected SPPR1 between 1975 and 2005, 
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 Based on the International Standardized Classification of Education (ISCED 1997): low is ISCED 1 & 2, 

medium is ISCED 3 & 4, and high is ISCED 5 & 6. 
46

 CPI reflects changes in the cost of the average consumer of acquiring a basket of goods and services that may 

be fixed or changed yearly (2010 = 100). 
47

 Women living in the parental home and women who live as singles are included in the same category as the 

age of leaving the parental home is not available in some countries. 
48

 Calendar time is in all countries considered as a dichotomy (1970s-1989 and 1990-2000s) to retain a 

substantial number of events per time period in modeling the interaction effects. 
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given the model estimates. To assess the fit between the observed and expected series (both calculated 

from survey data), we calculate the mean absolute deviation (MAD) between the observed and fitted 

SPPR1s in each year
49

. 

5.5 Results 

This section presents the results for Norway, the United Kingdom and Hungary. The section is 

partitioned into three parts accordingly (5.5.1-5.5.3). For each country the discussion of the results 

focuses on the model criteria and MAD between the observed and expected SPPR1 series. We further 

provide a graphical representation of the averaged observed, fitted, and population SPPR1 time-series 

(Figures 5.1, 5.3, and 5.5), summaries of all different model fit criteria (Tables 5.1-5.6), and figures 

(5.2, 5.4, and 5.6) on the observed percentages of person-years spent in living arrangements and the 

observed percentages of first births by living arrangement. 

5.5.1 Norway 

Table 5.1 displays the model criteria together with the MAD for the different models. Figure 5.1 

provides a graphical representation of the fitted SPPR1s per model. In addition, it shows the observed 

Harmonized Histories and population SPPR1 time-series for Norway. The figure suggests an increase 

in SPPR1s starting from the mid-1980s, which peaks at the beginning of the 1990s, and decreases 

afterwards. This period represents an interruption in the declining trend of period first birth rates in 

Norway (Andersson 2002). 

The fitted SPPR1 values derived from model 1 (including age) and model 2a (including age and 

education) provide a relatively poor approximation of the observed SPPR1 time-series (with the mean 

absolute deviation between the observed and the fitted SPPR1-series being 0.021 and 0.028 

respectively). Figure 5.1 shows that model 1 underestimates the 1990s peak in SPPR1s. Model 2a 

reflects increasing education by a gradual decline of SPPR1s. This yields an additional underestimation 

of the observed trend. Neither of these models is capable of explaining the increase of SPPR1s 

throughout the 1980s up to 1990, nor the subsequent decline of SPPR1s throughout the 1990s. Model 

2b, however, including interaction terms between unemployment rates and age groups (p < 0.050), 

accounts for somewhat lower fertility trends up to the mid-1980s and starts to capture the peak at the 

beginning of the 1990s. This is related to decreasing unemployment during the late 1980s and 

increasing unemployment levels afterwards. The strongest reduction in MAD occurs after 1990 (Table 

5.2) (29.81%). Sensitivity analysis further shows that specifications using anticipatory unemployment 

rates (1-2 years), compared to lagged unemployment, yields closer approximations of the observed 

SPPR1 between 1989 and 1992, suggesting somewhat earlier increasing first birth rates following 

improving economic conditions in the mid-1980s.  

Model 3 introduces living arrangements, distinguishing whether women were in a union in the 

preceding year or not. This model brings a substantial improvement, both in terms of model fit (p < 

0.001) and in terms of the mean absolute deviation between observed and fitted SPPR1 series. 

Compared to model 2b, including union status reduces the mean absolute deviation by 28 per cent 

(Table 5.2). The strongest reduction in MAD (47.38%) occurs before 1990 as living arrangements 

correct for the considerable overestimations of model 2b during the 1980s. This points in the direction 

of more women being out of a union, reflected in lower first birth risks (cfr. Figure 5.2 Panel B, 

presenting the observed birth risks per living arrangement by year). Model 4 (additionally distin- 

.
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 Given that the observed and fitted time-series are subject to short-term fluctuations because of sampling 

variation by observation year, three-year moving averages are calculated to smooth these series. 
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guishing never in union versus separated) and model 5 (additionally distinguishing marriage versus 

unmarried cohabitation) show further improvements in model fit (p < 0.001). Particularly the 

distinction between cohabitation and marriage yields a more accurate approximation between the fitted 

and the observed trend. This is predominantly observed for the post-1990 period (31.12 per cent 

reduction in terms of MAD) (Table 5.2). Figure 5.1 shows that the fitted SPPR1s approximate the peak 

in the observed trend closer. At the same time, Panel B of Figure 5.2 shows higher first birth risks for 

married women, suggesting a marriage boom around 1990. Nevertheless, Panel A of Figure 5.2 

(showing the distributions of living arrangements before parenthood) provides no evidence for an 

upsurge in marriages in the risk set at the beginning of the 1990s. The very close approximations of 

fitted SPPR1s derived from model 5 with respect to fertility declines during the late 1990s and early 

2000s (Figure 5.1), however, are suggested to be related to increasing cohabitation in the post-1990 

period (Figure 5.2 Panel A). 

The models (6-9) that allow the living arrangement effects to vary over calendar time suggest 

that only for single women the hazard of having a first child changed significantly (p < 0.010) (Table 

5.1). Panel B of Figure 5.2 shows that singles have some lower birth risks in the post-1990 period. 

Table 5.1 further indicates that model 6 is considered as the best fitting model (lowest AIC-value). All 

in all, the MADs display very limited empirical evidence for better approximations due to changing 

first birth hazards (cfr. Table 5.2). 

In sum, the results for Norway show that education and unemployment together with living 

arrangements are capable of explaining the observed first birth trends well. Between 1980 and 2003, 

the fitted SPPR1s of model 9 provide a 35.62 per cent closer fit compared to model 1 (including age 

only). Before 1990, this is principally the result of taking into account economic context (decreasing 

unemployment levels between 1983 and 1987) and singlehood (explains lower fertility during the first 

part of the 1980s). After 1990, unemployment rates (increasing unemployment in the 1990s) together 

with distinguishing between marriage and cohabitation cause substantial contributions in explaining 

SPPR1s. The models approach the observed trends best after 1990 (MAD is 0.0063, equivalent to a 

total reduction of 62.86 per cent). 

Table 5.1: Deviance statistics, model fit comparisons, AIC, and mean absolute deviations (between 

fitted and observed time-series for models 1-9), Norway, 1980-2003 
Model  Deviance df Δ Dev. p AIC MAD 

Model 1 (baseline age) 17268.54 4   17276.55 0.0207 
Model 2a (M1 + education) 16769.67 13 498.87 0.000 16795.68    0.0276 
Model 2b (M2A + UR*age) 16755.51 20 14.16 0.048 16795.51 0.0225 
Model 3 (M2B + union/not union) 14721.60 27 2033.91 0.000 14775.61 0.0167 
Model 4 (M3 + single/separated single) 14709.87 31 11.73 0.019 14771.88 0.0168 
Model 5 (M4 + cohabitation/marriage) 14252.91 35 456.96 0.000 14322.91   0.0133 
Model 6 (M5 + singles*period) 14239.69 39   13.22 0.010 14317.70   0.0137 
Model 7 (M6 + separated single*period) 14238.48 43 1.22 0.875 14324.48 0.0137 
Model 8 (M7 + cohabitation*period) 14236.77 47 1.71 0.789 14330.77 0.0134 
Model 9 (M8 + marriage*period) 14234.51 51 2.26 0.688 14234.52 0.0133 
Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by authors 
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Table 5.2: Mean absolute deviation between observed and fitted SPPR1-series and proportional 

reduction in MAD across models, Norway, 1980-2003 
    1980-1989        1990-2003 

Model     MAD      P.R. %    MAD P.R. % MAD P.R. % 

Model 1 (baseline age) 0.0207  0.0259  0.0171  
Model 2a (M1 + education) 0.0276 +33.68 0.0429 +66.01 0.0170 -0.20 
Model 2b (M2A + UR*age) 0.0225 -24.88 0.0377 -20.17 0.0120 -29.81 
Model 3 (M2 + union/not union) 0.0167 -28.00 0.0255 -47.38 0.0106 -7.68 
Model 4 (M3 + single/separated single) 0.0168 +0.67 0.0254 -0.13 0.0109 1.50 
Model 5 (M4 + cohabitation/marriage) 0.0133 -17.24 0.0244 -3.99 0.0056 -31.12 
Model 6 (M5 + singles*period) 0.0137 +2.17 0.0241 -1.21 0.0066 5.71 
Model 7 (M6 + separated single*period) 0.0137 -0.28 0.0241 -0.06 0.0065 -0.51 
Model 8 (M7 + cohabitation*period) 0.0134 -1.49 0.0238 -1.05 0.0061 -1.96 
Model 9 (M8 + marriage*period) 0.0133 -0.25 0.0234 -1.65 0.0063 1.21 
Cumulative P.R. economic factors (M2A-2B) (%) +8.81  +45.84  -30.01 

Cumulative P.R. living arrangements (M3-9) (%) -44.43  -55.47  -32.85 

Cumulative P.R. total (%)  -35.62  -9.63  -62.86 

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by authors 

Figure 5.2: Observed percentage of person-years spent in living arrangements (Panel A) and observed 

percentages of first births by living arrangement (Panel B) for Norway (1980-2003) 

   
Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by authors 

5.5.2 The United Kingdom 

Figure 5.3 presents both the observed survey and population SPPR1 time-series (provided by the ONS 

UK). This figure points out that the BHPS data underestimate first birth rates substantially between 

1980 and 1986. In the late 1990s, in contrast, BHPS-based time-series are overestimated compared to 

vital statistics. Hence, some caution is required when interpreting the mean absolute deviations 

between the fitted and the observed BHPS time-series. 

Table 5.3 demonstrates that the fitted SPPR1 series derived from model 1 (including age) and 

model 2a (additionally including education) approach the observed SPPR1s poorly, with MADs of 

0.0314 and 0,0300 respectively. According to Figure 5.3, both models give fairly constant SPPR1s 

throughout the observation period of 1974-2004. The fitted series for model 2a reflect slowly 

declining SPPR1s as a consequence of increased education. Including unemployment rates (model 2b) 

significantly (p < 0.001) improves the model fit, but yields limited decreases in terms of MAD. For the 

entire period of observation, the MAD only reduces with 2.32% compared to model 2a (Table 5.4).  

Distinguishing whether or not women were in a union in the preceding year (model 3) 

significantly (p < 0.001) improves model fit (Table 5.3). Nevertheless, the fitted SPPR1s derived from 

model 3 show marginally better approximations of the observed SPPR1 series. Hence, introducing 

timing of union formation predicts the observed trend not substantially better. Model 4, additionally  
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distinguishing between singlehood and separated singles, yields a statistically significant improvement 

in model fit (p < 0.001), but fitting the SPPR1s derived from model 4 implies a limited difference with 

respect to the approximation of the observed time-series (Table 5.4). Subsequently, model 5 

distinguishes between cohabitation and marriage. This leads to a statistically significant better model 

fit, but a worse approximation of fitted time-series (Table 5.4). Between 1974 and 1989, time-series 

derived from model 5 indicate a greater overestimation (Figure 5.3) because of the limited prevalence 

of cohabitation (Figure 5.4, Panel A). Panel B of Figure 5.4 suggests substantially higher childbearing 

risks in marriage. Between 1990 and 2004, the observed SPPR1s are more underestimated. Hence, 

increased cohabitation entails a decreasing effect on the fitted SPPR1 series. 

For women outside the context of a partnership, Table 5.3 shows that adding interaction terms 

between period and living arrangements yields significantly (model 6: p < 0.001; model 7: p < 0.050) 

better model fits. Allowing interaction between period and cohabitation also improves the model 

(model 8: p < 0.050). According to Figure 5.4 (Panel B), this results from increased childbearing 

within both singlehood and cohabitation. The period interactions with marriage entail less substantial 

model fit improvements (p > 0.100). AIC-values indicate that model 8 shows the best fit (Table 5.3). 

Models 6-9 affect the MADs between observed and fitted SPPR1 series considerably. As a 

consequence of period-specific effects of living arrangements on first birth hazards, the fitted SPPR1s 

derived from models 6 to 9 approximate the observed SPPR1 series closer. For the pre-1990 period, the 

observed SPPR1 trends are less overestimated, whereas these are less underestimated for the post-1990 

period. Childbearing has thus recently become more common in non-marital living arrangements. The 

results suggest the empirical relevance of shifting birth risks within different living arrangements for 

aggregate trends of entry into parenthood for the period 1974-2004. 

For the UK we conclude that the fitted SPPR1s derived from the models account poorly for the 

observed SPPR1 series. With regard to the entire period (1974-2004), the total proportional reduction 

in terms of MAD is limited to 8.23 per cent. Concerning the contribution of living arrangements to 

trends of fertility, the role of shifting childbearing within non-marital living arrangements stands out. 

Education and unemployment entail fairly small differences in MAD. 

Table 5.3: Deviance statistics, model fit comparisons, AIC, and mean absolute deviations (between 

fitted and observed time-series for models 1-9), the UK, 1974-2004 

Model  Deviance df Δ Dev. p AIC MAD 

Model 1 (baseline age) 15743.54 4   15751.54 0.0314 
Model 2a (M1 + education) 15339.33 13 404.20 0.000 15365.34 0.0300 
Model 2b (M2A + UR*age) 15301.39 20 37.94 0.000 15341.40 0.0292 
Model 3 (M2B + union/not union) 13765.73 27 1535.67 0.000 13819.73 0.0290 
Model 4 (M3 + single/separated single) 13669.28 31 96.44 0.000 13731.29 0.0291 
Model 5 (M4 + cohabitation/marriage) 13340.13 35 329.15 0.000 13410.13 0.0373 
Model 6 (M5 + singles*period) 13319.01 39 21.12 0.000  13397.02 0.0331 
Model 7 (M6 + separated single*period) 13308.34 43 10.68 0.030 13394.34 0.0310 
Model 8 (M7 + cohabitation*period) 13298.32 47 10.02 0.040 13392.32 0.0296 
Model 9 (M8 + marriage*period) 13290.86 51 7.46 0.114 13392.86 0.0288 
Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by authors 
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Table 5.4: Mean absolute deviation between observed and fitted SPPR1-series and proportional 

reduction in MAD across models, UK, 1974-2004 
    1974-1989        1990-2004 

Model MAD      P.R. %   MAD P.R. %  MAD P.R. % 

Model 1 (baseline age) 0.0314  0.0439  0.0180  
Model 2a (M1 + education) 0.0300 -4.58 0.0413 -5.90 0.0178 -1.12 
Model 2b (M2A + UR*age) 0.0292 -2.32 0.0393 -4.69 0.0185 3.89 
Model 3 (M2B + union/not union) 0.0290 -0.91 0.0379 -3.19 0.0194 5.05 
Model 4 (M3 + single/separated single) 0.0291 +0.52 0.0380 +0.27 0.0196 1.19 
Model 5 (M4 + cohabitation/marriage) 0.0373 +26.20 0.0486 +24.24 0.0252 31.36 
Model 6 (M5 + singles*period) 0.0331 -13.62 0.0462 -5.65 0.0200 -29.28 
Model 7 (M6 + separated single*period) 0.0310 -6.68 0.0415 -10.70 0.0197 -1.36 
Model 8 (M7 + cohabitation*period) 0.0296 -4.48 0.0390 -5.72 0.0195 -1.23 
Model 9 (M8 + marriage*period) 0.0288 -2.37 0.0370 -4.41 0.0200 2.97 
Cumulative P.R. economic factors (M2A-2B) (%) -6.90  -10.60  +2.76 

Cumulative P.R. living arrangements (M3-9) (%) -1.33  -5.16  +8.69 

Cumulative P.R. total (%)  -8.23  -15.76  +11.45 

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by authors 

Figure 5.4: Observed percentage of person-years spent in living arrangements (Panel A) and observed 

percentages of first births by living arrangement (Panel B) for the UK (1974-2004) 

  
Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by authors 

5.5.3 Hungary 

Figure 5.5, displaying the observed survey and population SPPR1 time-series, suggests that the 

observed survey estimates accurately represent the Hungarian population SPPR1s. Only a peak 

between 1989 and 1991 in the observed SPPR1 time-series implies a clear overestimation of the 

population indicator. This short-term overestimation inflates the MADs for the period 1990-1998 in 

particular (MAD is 0.0261 and 0.0507 for model 1 for periods 1975-1989 and 1990-1998 

respectively). 

Table 5.5 shows that the fitted SPPR1 time-series derived from model 2a (including age and 

education) approach the observed SPPR1s better than model 1 (including age only). As a consequence 

of taking education into account, the MAD reduces with 12.52 per cent for the entire observation 

period (1975-1998) (Table 5.6). Figure 5.5 attributes this better approximation to higher fitted SPPR1 

time-series during the 1970s and 1980s. After 1990, the fitted SPPR1s tend to decrease slowly as a 

result of post-communist educational expansion. Model 2b additionally introduces CPI as an indicator 

of economic context. In terms of deviance statistics, accounting for CPI improves the model 

significantly (p < 0.001) (Table 5.5). Furthermore, fitted SPPR1 time-series derived from model 2b 

contribute strongly to the approximation of the observed SPPR1 time-series, with a proportional 

reduction of 60.04 per cent in terms of MAD for the entire observation period (Table 5.6). During the 

1970s and 1980s, model 2b accounts for the high SPPR1s (Figure 5.5). This is most likely related to 

the stable economic context during communism with a fairly low and constant CPI. From the 1990s  
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onwards, however, CPI shows staggering increases (with peaks of more than 6% per year) because of 

economic turbulences in the transition to a capitalist economy. Figure 5.5 suggests that this is strongly 

reflected in the fitted SPPR1s for the 1990s. According to Table 5.6, model 2b accounts for the 

declines in fertility (proportional reduction in MAD is 67.20 per cent). 

Model 3 introduces union formation, distinguishing whether women were in a union in the 

preceding year or not. This model brings a substantial improvement, in terms of model fit (p < 0.001), 

but not in approaching the observed SPPR1 series. Compared to model 2b, including living 

arrangements increases the MAD by 12.73 per cent for the observation period. This rise principally 

results from the underestimation of the observed SPPR1 trend during the 1990s. Later union formation 

(cfr. Figure 5.6, Panel A, increased singlehood before union formation for period 1990-1998) entails 

lower fitted SPPR1s. Model 4 (additionally distinguishing never in union versus separated) and model 

5 (additionally distinguishing between marriage and unmarried cohabitation) show further 

improvements in model fit (p < 0.001) (Table 5.5). Distinguishing marriage and cohabitation yields a  

less accurate approximation between the fitted and the observed SPPR1 trends for the post-1990 period 

(19.79 per cent increase in terms of MAD according to Table 5.6). Figure 5.5 demonstrates that the 

stronger deviations are associated with further underestimations. Because of increasing cohabitation  

(Figure 5.6 Panel A), showing lower first birth rates compared to marriage (Figure 5.6 Panel B), fitted 

SPPR1 time-series are further depressed.  

Table 5.5 indicates that the inclusion of interaction terms between period and living 

arrangements yields weak model fit improvements for models 6-8 (lowest AIC-value is observed for 

model 5). The model (9) that allows variation of first birth risks within marriage, however, suggests 

significant (p < 0.050) differences between the pre- and post-1990 period. Panel B of Figure 5.6 

suggests decreasing birth risks in marriage for the post-1990 period. The corresponding decline in 

terms of MAD (proportional reduction of 32.83 per cent for the 1990s) implies that fitting these 

interaction effects partly offsets the underestimations of the fitted SPPR1 time-series derived from 

models 3 and 5. 

Overall, the results for Hungary point out that education and particularly the economic context 

have largely shaped trends in the transition to parenthood. Of the total proportional reduction in terms 

of MAD (66.16 per cent) education and unemployment rates account for the closer approximation of 

the observed SPPR1 series altogether. Before the 1990s, the analysis suggests that stable and high 

fertility rates occur with a stable economic context, while the empirical contribution of living 

arrangements is limited. After the fall of communism, depressed fertility rates are strongly related to 

the turbulent economic context with strong increases in CPI. Later union formation and increased 

cohabitation contributes to fertility trends as these account for underestimations of the observed 

SPPR1s during the 1990s (resulting in higher MADs). 

Table 5.5: Deviance statistics, model fit comparisons, AIC, and mean absolute deviations (between 

fitted and observed time-series for models 1-9), Hungary, 1975-1998 
Model  Deviance df Δ Dev. p AIC MAD 

Model 1 (baseline age) 14684.50 4   14692.50 0.0350 
Model 2a (M1 + education) 14034.33 13   650.17 0.000 14060.33 0.0307 
Model 2b (M2A + CPI*age) 13868.91 20 165.42 0.000  13906.91 0.0096 
Model 3 (M2B + union/not union) 11016.92 27 2851.99 0.000 11068.92 0.0141 
Model 4 (M3 + single/separated single) 10987.55 31 29.37 0.000 11047.55 0.0141 
Model 5 (M4 + cohabitation/marriage) 10759.36 35 228.19 0.000 10827.36 0.0183 
Model 6 (M5 + separated single*period) 10753.80 39 5.56 0.235 10829.81 0.0194 
Model 7 (M6 + separated*period) 10752.85 43 0.95 0.917 10836.85 0.0192 
Model 8 (M7 + cohabitation*period) 10747.92 47 4.94 0.294 10839.92 0.0193 
Model 9 (M8 + marriage*period) 10737.08 51 10.83 0.029 10837.09 0.0119 
Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by authors 
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Table 5.6: Mean absolute deviation between observed and fitted SPPR1-series and proportional 

reduction in MAD across models, Hungary, 1975-1998 
    1975-1989        1990-1998 

Model MAD      P.R. %  MAD P.R. % MAD P.R. % 

Model 1 (baseline age) 0.0350  0.0261  0.0507  
Model 2a (M1 + education) 0.0307 -12.52 0.0222 -14.92 0.0455 -10.37 
Model 2b (M2A + CPI*age) 0.0096 -60.04 0.0086 -52.09 0.0114 -67.20 
Model 3 (M2 + union/not union) 0.0141 +12.73 0.0104 +6.95 0.0205 +17.93 
Model 4 (M3 + single/separated single) 0.0141 -0.07 0.0106 +0.84 0.0200 -0.89 
Model 5 (M4 + cohabitation/marriage) 0.0183 +12.19 0.0116 +3.74 0.0301 +19.79 
Model 6 (M5 + singles*period) 0.0194 +2.94 0.0119 +1.20 0.0323 +4.52 
Model 7 (M6 + separated single*period) 0.0192 -0.56 0.0119 -0.16 0.0319 -0.91 
Model 8 (M7 + cohabitation*period) 0.0193 +0.35 0.0121 +0.71 0.0319 +0.02 
Model 9 (M8 + marriage*period) 0.0119 -21.18 0.0099 -8.24 0.0152 -32.83 
Cumulative P.R. economic factors (M2A-2B) (%) -72.52  -67.01  -77.57 

Cumulative P.R. living arrangements (M3-9) (%) +6.40  +5.05  +7.62 

Cumulative P.R. total (%)  -66.16  -61.96  -69.94 

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by authors 

Figure 5.6: Observed percentage of person-years spent in living arrangements (Panel A) and observed 

percentages of first births by living arrangement (Panel B) for Hungary (1975-1998) 

   

Source: Harmonized Histories, calculations by authors 

5.6 Discussion and conclusion 

This contribution aims to assess the impact of changes in partnership formation on entry into 

parenthood between the 1970s and 2000s. The comparison between multivariate models including 

different refinements of living arrangements provides evidence on the particular changes that have 

been important with respect to first birth rates. Distinguishing between different living arrangements 

(and duration within those living arrangements) results in significant model improvements for all three 

countries (i.e. Hungary, Norway and the UK). This suggests that first birth hazards differ substantially 

between living arrangements. However, the degree to which the changes in living arrangements are 

instrumental in explaining aggregate first birth trends varies substantially over the different countries.  

With respect to Norway (1980-2003), modeling education and unemployment proves relevant to 

predict first birth rates. Variation in unemployment rates during the mid-1980s and early 1990 tends to 

capture the higher and lower fertility rates of Norway between 1980 and 2003 to a considerable extent. 

This points in the direction of a strong link between economic cycles and the timing of parenthood 

(Sobotka et al. 2011). Modeling different types of living arrangements additionally contributes to the 

prediction of first birth rates. In the 1980s, timing of union formation is suggested to account for 

decreasing fertility rates. As a consequence of women with later partnership formation schedules, first 

births tend to be postponed. Looking at singles, the differentiation between singlehood before 

partnership and living separated contributes little to the explanation of the SPPR1 trend. During the 
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1990s, distinguishing whether women are married or in an unmarried cohabitation entails more 

accurate (lower) SPPR1s. Given the lower childbearing risks in cohabitation, this suggests that the 

increasing prevalence of unmarried cohabitation accounts for decreasing first birth trends. Hence, to 

some extent, selection of partners with lower family aspirations into longer singlehood and 

cohabitation  plausibly affects childbearing (Clarkberg et al. 1995). These women are likely to reject 

traditional family-trajectories and show, at least temporary, lower fertility intentions. Alternatively, 

adaptation may be a relevant explanation as well. Individuals in cohabitation or singlehood may learn 

to appreciate their freedom and independence in such living arrangements. Hence, their family-

oriented aspirations diminish and result in later or lower fertility preferences (Waite et al. 1986; Axinn 

and Barber 1997; Mulder 2003). Further, the analysis for Norway shows a remarkable result with 

regard to a peak in first birth rates around 1990, as part of a long-term postponement trend. Here, 

distinguishing between cohabitation and marriage accounts for higher SPPR1s, suggesting a short-term 

increase in marriages leading to more childbearing. However, the evidence for this explanation is 

limited. 

The results for the UK (1974-2004) perform weaker in explaining aggregate trends in the 

transition to parenthood. Neither education and unemployment rates, nor living arrangements are 

capable to account for the SPPR1 trends substantially. An important finding, however, is that modeling 

changing first birth risks in different living arrangements over time yields significant differences in 

terms of fit. The results demonstrate that after 1990 childbearing risks are considerably higher in 

singlehood (both for singles before partnership formation and separated singles) and unmarried 

cohabitation. This indicates increasingly converging childbearing risks within different living 

arrangements. As a consequence, partnership types are suggested to show a diminishing relevance in 

explaining first birth trends.  

Finally, the analysis examines whether living arrangements are meaningful as an explanatory 

factor of aggregate fertility trends in Hungary. The results show that predominantly CPI accounts for 

higher first birth rates between 1975 and 1990 and depressed first birth rates after 1990. This finding 

corresponds with literature relating post-1989 economic uncertainty in former communist countries to 

childbearing patterns (Aassve et al. 2006; Frejka 2008; Kotowska et al. 2008). Most likely, this result 

points in the direction of other changing institutional and labor market characteristics as well. In this 

respect, Frejka (2008) advocates that principally the replacement of state socialist regimes by market 

economies together with new democratic institutions of governance relate to fertility decline. Whereas 

the communist regime created conditions of job security, low-cost housing, etc.; the post-communist 

period was characterized by job insecurity, increasing incentives to acquire a higher education, 

expensive housing, a wider availability of career opportunities, consumer goods, etc. The pathways 

through which first birth trends are affected in CEE countries could, hence, be more complex than 

merely looking at economic crisis. Net of the controls for education and economic context, however, 

living arrangements show a marginal relevance. In fact, for the post-1990 period, fitted SPPR1s 

derived from the models including delayed union formation and increased unmarried cohabitation 

underestimate the observed trends. This points, to a certain degree, at the selection of women with 

lower short-term fertility intentions into non-marital living arrangements. 

Overall, this chapter finds some limited empirical support for living arrangements as an 

explanatory factor in first birth trends. For Norway and the United Kingdom, the scope of the analysis 

is limited to a period within a longer trend of declining first birth rates. Within this observed period, 

only in Norway the role of living arrangements tends to account substantially for fertility rates. Hence, 

we conclude that delayed partnership formation and selective entry into cohabitation to some extent 

relate to lower SPPR1 time-series through the 1980s and 1990s in this country. Most other results, 

however, show that first birth rates are responsive to economic context, especially in the case of 

Hungary. The empirical evidence in this chapter therefore supports that i) short-term fluctuations in 
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first birth trends are to a great extent responsive to cyclical economic trends, ii) the tie between 

partnership formation and first birth trends is weaker, controlling for education and economic context, 

and iii) it is to be expected that the acceptance of childbearing in non-marital living arrangements 

further increases and leads to looser connections between partnership forms and first birth trends. As 

pointed out by Lesthaeghe (2010), fertility postponement is conditioned by both cultural and structural 

(i.e. “not cultural”) pillars. Our analysis highlights the role of country-specific contexts to allocate 

importance to these pillars. We find that the economic and institutional realities of the 1990s are more 

directly related to strong decreases in first birth rates for Hungary compared to Norway or The UK. 

The inclusion of additional countries from different European regions with divergent historical 

household and fertility patterns would shed further light on these particularities. However, the limited 

support for the assumption that less family-oriented attitudes affect first birth trends via partnership 

behavior suggests a modest importance of the cultural SDT pillar. Sobotka (2008) argues in this 

respect that changes in values and attitudes occurring with the SDT may increase the role of economic 

and institutional factors that had not affected reproductive behavior in the past. The role of the SDT 

lies in the fact that strong normative pressures for parenthood and traditional family norms have 

weakened and the timing and choice of parenthood has become more individual and optional. Factors 

that were not related to fertility in the past, may emerge as important determinants of reproductive 

decisions in tandem with the SDT. 

Limitations 

First, the retrospective data used for the analysis do not provide information on the family aspirations 

and attitudes that respondents have throughout the transition to parenthood. Therefore, the role of such 

orientations in the interrelationship between living arrangements and entry into parenthood cannot be 

addressed (Mulder 2003). This could allow us to verify whether the link with living arrangements is 

entirely attributed to value orientations (and not to economic determinants or, for instance, 

considerations about the legal framework of non-marital childbearing). Additional drawbacks of the 

retrospective survey data are that survey-based estimates often do not correspond closely to vital 

statistics over the period considered. Frequently, the calculation of survey-based fertility indicators 

yields unstable patterns due to low numbers of respondents. The use of population-register or census 

data that provide representative full partnership and childbearing histories would hence be more 

appropriate to carry out the analyses more accurately. 
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Chapter 6 

6. Conclusion 

6.1 Introduction 

This dissertation studied the remarkable changes in European partnership and family formation that 

occurred between the 1970s and 2000s. The empirical chapters focused in particular on the timing of 

union formation, the rise of cohabitation as a first partnership and the weakening tie between marriage 

and childbearing.  

The Second Demographic Transition (SDT) theory is considered as the most prominent 

theoretical approach that explains these changed partnership and family forms. It predominantly 

focuses on cultural determinants of new family forms. Based on a literature review, however, the SDT 

theory is criticized because it generally pays little attention to the role of economic variation (e.g. 

individual labor market positions or economic recessions). This dissertation first aimed to examine 

how macro-economic fluctuations are related to union formation. Some studies suggest that adverse 

economic contexts impede partnership transitions. Chapter 2 therefore investigated the association 

between economic context and first union hazards (for the period 1970-2004) in five western 

European countries. In particular, the chapter verified to what extent this association differs for a direct 

marriage compared to an unmarried cohabitation. Given the evidence that unmarried cohabitation is 

more compatible with economic insecurities (Kravdal 1999; Mills and Blossfeld 2005; Kalmijn 2011), 

a stronger negative association with direct marriage was expected. Chapter 3 addressed similar 

research questions and focused on data for France. The analysis also used information on individual 

employment status. This allowed us to control the effects of economic context for individual 

unemployment spells. Further, educational differentials in the relation between micro- and macro-level 

economic conditions and the transition to a first co-residential union were studied.  

Chapter 4 examined how childbearing plans and parity relate to attitudes towards marriage 

among individuals in cohabitation. By the means of intentions on fertility and marriage, we 

investigated whether different educational groups have diverse views towards marriage at different 

stages of family formation. In correspondence with literature on the diffusion of cohabitation and non-

marital fertility, we expected educational gradients in marriage intentions to apply differently to 

western European countries on the one hand and central and eastern European (CEE) countries on the 

other. Whereas negative educational gradients in marriage intentions were hypothesized based on the 

SDT theory (Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004), literature on the Pattern Of Disadvantage (POD) predicted 

positive gradients (Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). In addition, a diffusion hypothesis expected faded 

educational gradients. 

The last empirical chapter (5) addressed the role of changing living arrangements with respect to 

aggregate first birth trends between the 1970s and 2000s. The chapter hypothesized that women with 

post-materialist value orientations choose more frequently for non-marital living arrangements (such 

as singlehood, unmarried cohabitation,...) and postpone motherhood (Van de Kaa 2001; Mulder 2003). 

Also, economic factors were expected to affect fertility via partnership formation. 

The conclusion of this dissertation is structured as follows. Section 6.2 provides a summary of 

the most important results of the dissertation, whereas section 6.3 discusses the main theoretical 

implications of these findings. Section 6.4 gives attention to the policy relevance of the dissertation. 

The final section (6.5) documents the limitations of this dissertation and provides directions for future 

research. 
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6.2 Summary of findings 

This section provides a summary of the findings. Given that the dissertation enhances theory on 

partnership and family formation in various ways, these implications are subdivided according to the 

four research questions (6.2.1-6.2.4). 6.2.5 provides a brief discussion of the appendix chapter. 

6.2.1 Macro-level economic context and first union formation 

The first research objective of this dissertation was to verify to what extent aggregate-level economic 

conditions relate to union formation. This resulted in the first research question: “What is the role of 

macro-level economic conditions with regard to timing and type of first union in western European 

countries?”. The analysis first uses multilevel discrete-time event history models to investigate the 

association between annual macro-level unemployment rates and events of a first co-residential union 

between 1970 and 2004 in five western European countries. The second part of the analysis 

investigates the type of a first co-residential union. Because competing risk hazard models assume 

erroneously the independence of the two possible partnership choices (i.e. cohabitation or marriage) 

(Hill et al. 1993), this analysis draws on conditional logistic regression models (Kalmijn 2011). Only 

the person-years of the entry into first co-residential unions are considered. The dependent variable 

distinguishes marriage from cohabitation as a dichotomy.  

Hitherto only a few papers have studied the association between macro-level economic context 

and union formation in Europe (Prioux 2003; Gutiérrez-Domènech 2008; De Beer 2012; De Lange et 

al. 2014). This dissertation is innovative as it not only studies the timing of entering a first partnership, 

but also the type of the first co-residential union. In addition, this thesis examines the role of economic 

conditions at the aggregate level from a cross-national perspective. Data for Belgium, France, the 

Netherlands, Norway and the United Kingdom are drawn from the comparative database of the 

Harmonized Histories. 

With respect to the timing of a first partnership, the results for men suggest statistically 

significant negative associations with economic adversity for Belgium, France and Norway. 

Suprisingly, the United Kingdom, characterized by limited welfare provisions, shows the weakest 

association between unemployment rates and first union formation. These results are to a certain 

extent counter-intuitive. One study in the UK attributed weak relations between partnership formation 

and individual-level unemployment to an open employment system. Frequently, unemployment does 

not imply real long-term labor market consequences for workers (Francesconi and Golsch 2005; Mills 

et al. 2005). In contrast to findings by De Lange and colleagues (2014), this dissertation also observes 

weak associations for the Netherlands among men. However, the results show for Norway, 

characterized by generous unemployment benefits and high expenditures on labor market activation, 

the strongest effects. For women we find that negative associations do not vary substantially over the 

different countries. For both men and women, further analysis on differential results by age group 

shows that negative associations are more pronounced among individuals in their twenties. This 

implies that particularly young school-leavers with less professional experience put off union 

formation in a context of higher unemployment. Economic adversity prompts a general sense of 

insecurity and uncertainty about the future, especially among those who newly enter the labor market. 

The prospects of having a stable job or real incomes tend to decrease under unfavorable economic 

circumstances (Kravdal 2002; Anderson and Pontusson 2007; Erlinghagen 2008). 

Concerning the type of a first partnership, the results show, compared to cohabitation, stronger 

negative associations between marriage and adverse economic conditions in ‘cohabitation’ countries 

(i.e. France, the Netherlands and Norway). In countries where unmarried cohabitation became the 

dominant first union type earlier, cohabitation has been more compatible with economic adversity. It is 
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hypothesized that the choice for cohabitation was more evident and accepted in such normative 

settings. In other words, the economic context tends to reinforce the rising normative acceptance of 

unmarried cohabitation. This suggests, for example for Norway, that during the economic adversity of 

the 1980s and the early 1990s, economic conditions have contributed to the increase of cohabitation at 

the expense of marriage as a first union. These results corroborate studies showing that economic 

insecurities are frequently related to flexible living arrangements such as cohabitation (Clarkberg 

1999; Oppenheimer 2003; Blossfeld et al. 2005; Buchholz et al. 2009). Marriage, by contrast, is 

mostly regarded as a partnership form which demands more investments and commitment. The 

transition to marriage hence requires a stable professional career with more certain economic 

prospects. 

Net of the effects for unemployment rates, strong period effects indicate that the postponement 

of first unions as well as the rise of unmarried cohabitation as a first union principally occurred 

independent from the economic context. To put it differently, for western European countries the 

effects of economic context are supplementary to strong period effects. This indicates that additional 

factors play a prominent role in the timing of union formation. 

6.2.2 First union formation and educational differentials in micro- and macro-level economic 

conditions 

The second research aim built on chapter 2. It addressed the following research question: “To what 

extent do the associations between micro- and macro-level economic conditions and the transition to a 

first union differ by educational level and gender?”. To answer this research question, chapter 3 

considers longitudinal information on first partnership transitions and individual-level employment 

status by the means of the first and second waves of the French GGS data. We draw on multilevel 

discrete-time event history models to analyze transitions to a first co-residential union (regardless of 

being a cohabitation or marriage) between 1993 and 2008. The individual-level data is complemented 

with gender- and education-specific unemployment rates to measure the economic context. 

This chapter enhances our knowledge in several respects. First, this dissertation is one of the 

first studies to combine information on the macro-economic context with individual-level employment 

status in relation to partnership formation (De Lange et al. 2014). Given that individual unemployment 

is likely to increase during economic adversity, it can be expected that individual-level employment 

status explains the effect of economic context. Second, the analysis contributes to studies assessing the 

gender-specific role of employment with regard to partnership formation in France (Kieffer et al. 

2005; Winkler-Dworak and Toulemon 2007). A third novelty of this research lies in the fact that it 

pays attention to heterogeneity in the associations between economic conditions and union formation 

by educational groups. Unlike recent research on fertility (Kreyenfeld 2010; Neels et al. 2013; 

Kreyenfeld and Andersson 2013; Wood et al. 2015), this has hitherto remained unaddressed in studies 

on partnership transitions. 

The findings of this study indicate strong gender differences in the role of individual 

employment with respect to union formation. For men, being employed facilitates the transition to a 

first partnership significantly. Unemployed or inactive men experience more difficulties to start of a 

co-residential union. Among women, however, employment is less decisive for the entry into a first 

partnership. The analysis points out that women in unemployment show a similar chance to partner 

compared to women with a job. Female homemakers have the highest chances to start living together. 

This result particularly pertains to women with a lower education since our findings suggest that 

inactive
50

 women with the highest educational qualifications significantly put off partnership 

                                                           
50

 Labor market inactivity here encompasses unemployment, out of the labor force and inactive others. 

Notwithstanding that the literature shows an important distinction between the role of female unemployment and 
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formation more. Similar results among men lack statistical significance. Our observations hence 

indicate that a partnership may provide an intermediate economic status for the least educated. 

Particularly because a large majority (about 90%) of first unions in the analysis are unmarried 

cohabitations. The transition from singlehood to cohabitation is frequently regarded as an alternative 

strategy to cope with labor market inactivity (Oppenheimer 1988; Easterlin et al. 1990). However, it is 

important to note that the analysis does not distinguish between living arrangements prior to union 

formation. As young people living at the parental home frequently receive support from their parents 

in times of economic need (Aassve et al. 2002; Isengard and Szydlik 2012), setting up a co-residential 

union would be an inconvenient strategy. In addition, our findings for female employment may also 

suggest that gender symmetry is particularly important for women with a higher education 

(Bolzendahl and Myers 2004). For this group, the costs of being without work are high as they want to 

contribute financially to the household. A dual-earner is considered as the norm. Women with less 

attractive labor market characteristics, on the contrary, are less oriented towards gender egalitarianism 

and apply more often a specialization model. As a result, low educated women may be more likely to 

invest in the family sphere to reduce uncertainty (Friedman et al. 1994). Because of growing gender 

symmetry in the educational system and on the labor market, we however expect an increasing 

importance of female contributions to the household in France (Winkler-Dworak and Toulemon 

2007). This dissertation especially adds to the literature because previous studies generally neglect 

heterogeneity concerning the effects of employment status on partnership transitions (Goldscheider et 

al. 2006; Winkler-Dworak and Toulemon 2007; Kalmijn 2011; Jalovaara 2012; Sebille 2014). While 

most research agrees that the importance of dual incomes and stable employment among women has 

increased, our results suggest that the role of female employment is likely to depend on career 

perspectives and gender symmetry. 

Concerning the results for macro-economic context, we find – in line with our findings in 

chapter 2 – negative associations between macro-economic adversity and partnership formation for 

men. This result is controlled for variation in individual employment. Furthermore, educational 

differentials in the association between union formation and macro-economic context are observed 

among men. The most important finding is that non-tertiary educated men are less affected by macro-

level economic adversity, whereas particularly men with the highest educational qualifications tend to 

postpone union formation under unfavorable economic circumstances. For the latter group, 

unfavorable labor market prospects are possibly conflicting with their professional aspirations and 

may jeopardize later career trajectories  (Liefbroer and Corijn 1999). One way to cope with 

unfavorable career perspectives is to spend longer in education (Buchholz et al. 2009), which is a more 

obvious strategy for those with tertiary schooling. The least educated, however, experience the most 

obstacles to find a job and generally have less steep earning careers. As a result, they are expected to 

be less sensitive for macro-economic circumstances. Increasing uncertainties following changing 

economic conditions in the 1980s and 1990s may have therefore induced growing variation in timing 

of union formation over different levels of education. This is an important contribution to the 

ideational approach towards postponement of adulthood transitions, relating it to autonomy and self-

realization first heralded by higher levels of education. Among women, our findings provide less 

evidence for an association between aggregate economic adversity and union formation. In line with 

previous findings for France (Ekert-Jaffé and Solaz 2001), we argue that due to the lower employment 

chances for French women, partnership formation is less influenced by changing macro-economic 

contexts. Another explanation for this gender difference is related to different age schedules of 

partnership formation. As men partner at older ages and are less sensitive to the business cycle at these 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
female inactives with respect to partnership formation in France (Ekert-Jaffé and Solaz 2001, 2002), the data did 

not allow us to model the interactions with education in detail. 
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ages (Verick, 2009), their younger partners may feel less uncertain to form a union during economic 

adversity. Also, educational differentials are limited among women. However, recent education-

specific female unemployment rates show that having a high educational degree increasingly pays off 

for women (Eurostat 2014). To a greater extent, more educated women experience similar work 

chances compared to men. As a result, we hypothesize that macro-economic context will progressively 

affect partnership formation among French women with an advanced education. 

6.2.3 Educational differentials in cohabitants’ marriage intentions 

The third research objective of this dissertation gave rise to two research questions: “What are the 

educational differentials in marriage intentions among cohabitants before, during and after the family 

formation process? Do these educational gradients apply differently to western European and CEE 

countries?”. This dissertation uses logistic regression models to analyze cross-sectional information on 

intentions of the GGS for seven countries: Bulgaria, France, Georgia, Germany, the Netherlands, 

Norway and Russia. The analysis combines short-term intentions of fertility and marriage to answer 

the research questions. This results in four possible intention groups among men and women in 

cohabitation (age 20-34): i) cohabiting respondents not intending any transition in the next three years 

(no intentions), ii) cohabiting respondents intending to marry in the next three years, but not intending 

to have a child (marriage  only), iii) cohabiting respondents planning to have a child in the next three 

years without getting married (non-marital fertility) and finally iv) cohabiting respondents intending to 

have a child and get married in the next three years (marital fertility). The chapter examines 

educational differentials at different stages of the family formation process by combining the intention 

groups with parity. 

According to the literature we can expect particular educational gradients of non-marital fertility 

in western Europe and CEE (Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004; Sobotka 2008; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010; 

Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). Notwithstanding that a large body of studies examines the 

interrelationship between education, partnership type and fertility transitions, the information on the 

association between education and intentions on marriage and fertility is scarce. This chapter adds to 

the literature because it investigates marriage and fertility intentions in their own right. The analysis 

further benefits from its cross-sectional research design to take an assessment of relationship 

satisfaction and current employment status into account (Wiik et al. 2010). 

The dissertation provides evidence that, in accordance with cohabitants’ marriage and fertility 

intentions, the inclination to marry prevails among cohabitants in CEE countries. In these countries, 

marriage intentions are still more common and strongly related to family formation. In western 

European countries, by contrast, cohabiting individuals less frequently plan to marry and the tie 

between marriage and fertility intentions is weaker. This is in line with observed differences between 

western and eastern Europe regarding the prevalence of marriage and (non-)marital fertility 

(Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). 

The findings of the analysis are partitioned in three family formation stages: before, during and 

after family formation. Before the start of family formation, neither for western Europe nor for CEE 

particular educational gradients in marriage intentions are suggested. As marriage without short-term 

plans of parenthood has thus become detached from educational group, relationship satisfaction is 

suggested to be an important predictor of marriage intentions. During family formation, however, 

education appears closely related to marriage intentions among cohabitants in CEE countries. In line 

with literature on the POD, particularly highly educated individuals are observed to plan a marriage. 

This finding predominantly pertains to childless cohabitants intending to have a child within three 

years. Hence, individuals inclined to opt for more traditional family trajectories prevail among those 

cohabitants with a high education in CEE countries. These results do not correspond with value studies 
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suggesting that it are particularly privileged and more educated groups accepting new family forms in 

CEE countries (Dimitrova 2006; Kotowska et al. 2008; Mureşan et al. 2008; Pongrácz and Spéder 

2008). Hence, this result is more in line with the POD hypothesis (Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). 

Resulting from the deep social and economic crises during the early 1990s, long-term unmarried 

cohabitation and non-marital fertility have been more common among the least educated. For highly 

educated cohabitants, traditional family trajectories are still more characteristic. This group is usually 

better equipped to attain the ideal of a conjugal family life. 

The results further enhance the knowledge on the meaning of unmarried cohabitation in CEE 

countries as these reveal heterogeneity in how cohabitants view their partnership. Cohabitants with a 

high educational level possibly consider their cohabitation more as a prelude to - or trial for marriage. 

Within a cohabitation they are able to test their relationship in absence of strong legal involvements. 

However, when childbearing plans appear, highly educated cohabitants tend to legalize their 

commitment and frequently proceed to marriage. For cohabiting couples with a low education, in 

contrast, combining the transition to marriage with childbearing is suggested to be difficult. Because 

of financial obstacles, they are likely to remain in cohabitation when intending to have a child. 

American qualitative studies report that cohabiting couples with a low socio-economic profile often 

feel unable to marry because of a lack of perceived prerequisites (such as financial stability and house 

ownership) (Gibson-Davis et al. 2005; Smock et al. 2005). As a result, marriage is not feasible in 

combination with the costs of parenthood. Cohabitation is regarded as a (temporary) second best 

option. Marriage, in contrast, may in this instance be considered more as a “high status” partnership 

(Cherlin 2004). It signals achievements and prestige as highly educated cohabitants distance 

themselves by proceeding more frequently to married life. 

For western European countries, substantial educational differentials are absent. The link 

between marriage and fertility has been shown more flexible for different educational groups alike. 

Following the SDT theory, this signals the diffusion of post-material values and their associated 

demographic behaviors to all social groups. First, higher socio-economic positions set the scene for the 

rejection of traditional views on family life. Afterwards, the value orientations of the SDT have been 

dispersed further. Another way in which new family forms could have been diffused is proposed by a 

study of Perelli-Harris and colleagues (2010). The authors advocate that new social norms have first 

led to an increase in cohabitation and childbearing within cohabitation. However, economic 

constraints and changing conditions during the 1980s and 1990s – characterized by high 

unemployment, progressing globalization and labor market deregulation – particularly affected less 

affluent and unskilled groups in western Europe. Hence, the prevalence of childbearing within 

cohabitation started to grow principally among those with a lower education as more obstacles to 

marriage were experienced. To put it differently, economic constraints could have paved the way for 

increasing new family forms amidst the lowest socio-economic positions in western European 

countries as well. At the same time, in (predominantly western European) countries where the 

importance of educational level as regards marriage intentions has decreased, the role of relationship 

satisfaction is more substantial. The choice for partnership type is therefore considered rather 

individual and less related to socio-economic group (Giddens 1992; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995). 

As a consequence, very personal considerations and perceptions (such as satisfaction and 

commitment) regarding the relationship are gaining importance in decisions on marriage. This 

indicates that marriage is developing into a ‘romantic ideal’ and takes on a symbolic meaning, instead 

of the proposition that marriage is resulting from traditional normative pressures. 
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6.2.4 Living arrangements and aggregate first birth trends 

This dissertation finally considered the impact of changing partnership formation on aggregate first 

birth trends. The final research question was as follows: “To what extent can changing patterns of 

union formation explain trends in synthetic parity progression ratios for first births in Europe?”. The 

analysis applies discrete-time event history models to predict Synthetic Parity Progression Ratios for 

first births (SPPR1) among women (age 15-49) between the 1970s and 2000s. Longitudinal data are 

drawn from the Harmonized Histories on childbearing and partnership histories in three European 

countries: Hungary, Norway and the United Kingdom. To evaluate the contribution of living 

arrangements to aggregate-level trends in the transition to parenthood, a sequence of models is 

estimated. Each consecutive model provides a more elaborated definition of living arrangements. The 

fitted SPPR1 trends are compared to the observed SPPR1 trends by the means of the model fit criteria 

and an analysis of the mean absolute deviations (MAD) between the fitted and observed SPPR1s.  

As previously suggested, the theoretical approach of the SDT argues that changed fertility, hand 

in hand with new nuptiality patterns, can be related to cultural changes. Since studies cannot provide 

empirical evidence for a direct association between fertility and cultural orientations, it is suggested 

that these cultural determinants are indirectly related to childbearing (Van de Kaa 2001). This idea 

implies that individuals with post-materialist values opt more frequently for flexible and low 

commitment living arrangements (e.g. singlehood or unmarried cohabitation) and delay family-

building institutions such as marriage (and hence parenthood). This implies an indirect impact of post-

materialism, via partnership formation, on fertility timing. At the same time, numerous studies have 

shown that fertility timing is strongly related to other factors (e.g. economic insecurities, educational 

expansion, policy contexts, etc.) (Lesthaeghe 2010; Sobotka et al. 2011; Ní Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan 

2012). Besides micro-level studies linking value orientations to non-marital living arrangements 

(Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 2002; Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004), previous studies (and this dissertation) 

highlight that economic fluctuations affect partnership formation as well. To the extent that 

partnerships are postponed under economic adversity, economic determinants of first parenthood may 

hence operate via partnership formation as well. 

The analysis first takes information on education (i.e. enrolment and attainment) and economic 

context (i.e. macro-level indicators of economic cycles) into account. Subsequently, the contribution 

of changing living arrangements in accounting for aggregate-level trends of entry into parenthood 

between the 1970s and 2000s is investigated. This study adds to the literature as it elucidates the tie 

between nuptiality and fertility patterns in different country settings. Particularly at the onset of SDT, 

in a normative context with strong preferences for marriage and the bourgeois family ideal, highly 

educated women (with higher earning potentials) may have rejected traditional family trajectories 

more frequently in many European countries. For this group, the opportunity costs of marriage, with 

its associated gender asymmetry in domestic and paid work, and parenthood are high (Liefbroer and 

Corijn 1999). As a result, they show higher preferences for autonomy and, accordingly, retain open 

life strategies through alternative living arrangements and later parenthood. In line with the SDT and 

disadvantage theories (Raley 2001; Mclanahan 2004), cohabitation is, however, suggested to become 

an alternative for marriage, rather than a living arrangement which attracts low committed couples. 

This implies that the selection of women with lower fertility intentions in cohabitation has been 

decreasing with the higher prevalence of cohabitation. The choice for living together without being 

married is hence becoming largely accepted and general, rather than an innovative rejection of 

traditional norms or an expression of self-determination. In this respect, we expect the tie of 

partnerships and fertility to become looser. 

The results suggest that the extent to which the changes in living arrangements are instrumental 

in explaining aggregate trends in entry into parenthood varies over the different countries. In Norway 



CHAPTER 6 

 
 

142 

the inclusion of living arrangements tends to account for fertility rates. In the 1980s, timing of union 

formation is suggested to account for decreasing fertility rates. During the 1990s, distinguishing 

whether women are married or in an unmarried cohabitation entails more accurate (lower) SPPR1s. 

Together with the lower childbearing risks in cohabitation, this suggests that the increasing prevalence 

of unmarried cohabitation accounts for decreasing first birth trends. Hence, to some extent, selection 

of partners with lower family aspirations into longer singlehood and cohabitation plausibly affects 

childbearing (Clarkberg et al. 1995). A second possibility is that higher unemployment rates are 

related to more frequent unmarried cohabitation during the 1990s (cfr. chapter 2). Most results, 

however, show that first birth rates are responsive to economic factors, especially with respect to 

Hungary. Predominantly the indicator for economic context (CPI) accounts for higher first birth rates 

between 1975 and 1990 and depressed fertility after 1990. This corresponds to other studies relating 

post-communist fertility trends to economic turbulences (Aassve et al. 2006). The net contributions of 

living arrangements are more limited. In fact, for the post-1990 period, fitted SPPR1s derived from the 

models including delayed union formation and increased unmarried cohabitation underestimate the 

observed trends. This points, to a certain degree, at the selection of women with lower short-term 

fertility intentions into non-marital living arrangements after 1990. 

The results for the UK, displaying a lower quality of data on the first birth indicator, perform 

weaker in explaining aggregate trends in the transition to parenthood. Neither economic factors, nor 

living arrangements are capable to capture the SPPR1 trends substantially. An important finding, 

however, is that modeling changing first birth risks in different living arrangements over time yields 

significant differences in terms of fit. This indicates increasingly converging childbearing risks within 

different living arrangements. As a consequence, partnership formation is suggested to show a 

diminishing relevance in explaining first birth trends. 

All in all, this chapter provides limited evidence for the empirical role of living arrangements in 

first birth trends. Rather, short-term fluctuations in first birth trends are to a great extent responsive to 

cyclical economic trends. The analysis shows that the importance of economic and cultural 

explanations however depends on country-specific contexts as well. The role of the SDT may lie in the 

fact that strong normative pressures for parenthood and traditional family norms have weakened and 

the timing and choice of parenthood has become more individual and optional. Factors that were not 

related to first parenthood in the past, such as the economic context, may emerge as important 

determinants of reproductive decisions in tandem with the SDT (Sobotka 2008). 

6.2.5 Quality of demographic data in GGS Wave 1 

This dissertation finally includes an appendix chapter on the data quality of the retrospective 

partnership and fertility histories provided by the first GGS wave. Because information on union 

formation and fertility is retrospectively collected in the GGS, it is expected that past partnership and 

fertility trends are to a certain extent biased (Blossfeld and Rohwer 2002; Blossfeld et al. 2007). The 

chapter uses the total survey approach to discuss potential sources of error (Weisberg 2009). Typical 

issues introducing bias in retrospective surveys such as the GGS are selective survival, complexity of 

the questionnaire and recall problems. The validity of the analyses in this dissertation critically 

depends on the quality of the retrospective data on union formation and fertility of the GGS. The 

analysis in this chapter therefore aims to assess the joint effect of the different error sources by 

comparing indicators of first marriage and total fertility estimated from the GGS to population 

statistics. The difference between the value obtained from a survey and the value for the larger 

population of interest (i.e. population statistics) is considered as bias introduced by the different error 

sources (Weisberg 2009). 
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The assessment of the validity of the demographic data in the GGS provides country-specific 

results on time periods and birth cohorts for which the indicators deviate substantially from the 

population statistics. To decide on the period or cohorts to include in their analysis, researches are 

recommended to use this detailed information. In sum, period indicators calculated from the GGS 

estimate population trends fairly accurate from the 1970s onwards. For cohort indicators we observe 

less accurate results for cohorts born before 1945.  

6.3 Theoretical implications 

It took about 150 years before marriage had been gradually liberated from the idea that it has little to 

do with intimacy and companionship, but primarily with having useful in-laws and gaining political 

and economic advantage. During the heyday of the companionate marriage that occurred with male-

dominated wage labor in the 1950-1960s period, marital satisfaction was greatly derived from loyal 

couples fulfilling their roles in the male-breadwinner division of labor. As suggested by Coontz (2004, 

2005), the “golden age of marriage” during the 1950s and 1960s set the scene for the start of an 

unforeseen change in partnership and family formation in western Europe. 

From the 1970s onwards the aim of being  satisfied within a marriage further developed as the 

prevalent family institutions and authorities on the family life were increasingly discarded. Self-

fulfilment and autonomy were set as the new standards. Not only did this weaken the stability of 

marriages, but it had also increased the popularity of single-living and other non-marital partnership 

forms such as unmarried cohabitation. Theories on individualism considered this as a logic step in a 

process of detraditionalization and improved possibilities to make independent choices and to live 

autonomously. The new ideal was the “pure relationship”, an arrangement which keeps couples 

together as far as they are satisfied with it. Giddens (1991, 1992) notes that this relationship type is 

free from economic considerations and social institutions, explaining a sheer diversity of ways of 

living together or alone (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995). Proponents of the Second Demographic 

Transition theory have attributed an important role to Maslow’s theory of changing needs in this 

respect (Maslow et al. 1970), which relates the rise of “post-materialist” values like self-fulfilment and 

autonomy to increasing economic wealth and educational expansion. In this theory, it is argued that 

wealthier populations shift away from needs associated with survival, security and solidarity. As a 

substitute, greater weight is allocated to individual self-realization, democracy, expressive work, etc. 

This suggests that western European partnership patterns have been strongly connected to long-term 

economic developments throughout the last decades. As an answer on the central question in this 

dissertation “How does variation in micro- and aggregate-level socio-economic conditions relate to 

partnership and family formation in Europe?”, different empirical chapters find however evidence 

that partnership formation and fertility timing are also conditioned by short-term economic 

fluctuations at different levels. In his PNAS inaugural article, one of Lesthaeghe’s most recent 

publications on the SDT framework (2014), it is stated that the SDT theory acknowledges the effects 

of both “macro-level structural changes
51

” and “micro-level economic calculus”. However, these 

explanations are only “non-redundant”, but not “sufficient”, as well as the role of ideational factors is 

only considered “non-redundant”. Lesthaeghe goes on as he suggests that “the SDT is a more 

‘overarching’ theory that spans both economic and sociological reasoning.” In this view, this 

dissertation contributes to the idea that both cultural views and economic realities need to be addressed 

to have a full picture on how demographic behaviors are formed. The dissertation advocates that it is 

not very fruitful to subscribe to an “either-or” proposition. This study also finds evidence in support of 

the idea that the SDT may provide a more convenient framework for explaining long-term shifts in 

                                                           
51

 Lesthaeghe uses this general term to indicate non-cultural determinants of demographic behavior (e.g. 

economic recessions). 
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western European partnership formation. Chapter 2 finds unexplained period variation of first union 

formation timing and the rise of cohabitation at the expense of direct marriage while taking into 

account fluctuations in macro-economic unemployment and increased educational enrolment. This 

provides evidence for the hypothesis that cultural determinants are stronger predictors of changing 

partnership patterns, whereas the economic determinant only captures short-term variation. Or to put it 

differently, that “ideational changes” … “add stability to trends over and beyond economic 

fluctuations” (Lesthaeghe 2014). However, as pointed out by this chapter, it is cumbersome to take 

into account valid longitudinal measurements of these long-term SDT ideational changes. 

Nevertheless, these results also suggest that, at least for western European countries, changing 

partnership trends cannot be attributed to specific economic fluctuations altogether. Although it was 

suggested by economic approaches that the rise of unmarried cohabitation was the outcome of 

economic needs, rather than the result of cultural changes (Kalmijn 2011), this may well apply for 

societies characterized by higher poverty rates and social exclusion. For instance, for the United States 

numerous studies using both quantitative and qualitative methods have increasingly linked 

cohabitation and non-marital fertility to rising social inequalities (Oppenheimer 1988; Oppenheimer et 

al. 1997; Sweeney 2002; Lichter et al. 2003; Oppenheimer 2003; Coontz 2005; Edin and Kefalas 

2005; Gibson-Davis et al. 2005; Smock et al. 2005; Lundberg and Pollak 2007). 

Despite the fact that partnership forms in the United States were beyond the scope of the 

empirical analyses in this dissertation, chapter 4 includes country settings where new family forms 

were attributed to rising inequalities as well (Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011). This chapter supports 

that, in contrast to western Europe, strong increases in cohabitation and non-marital fertility in the 

eastern part of Europe may have not emerged in relation with a Maslowian shift from “survival” needs 

to “self-expression” requirements. Instead, in many countries demographic change coincided with 

economic decline and painful transitions from state economies to market economies. Our findings with 

respect to trends in first birth timing in Hungary during the 1990s corroborate this thesis. Further, 

paradoxically, the (low educated) group with more conservative views on the family adopted 

unmarried cohabitation and non-marital fertility more rapidly (Sobotka 2008). The alternative for SDT 

in this, is the Pattern Of Disadvantage hypothesis. POD claims that long-term cohabitation is typically 

associated with lower education and weak social positions. In this respect, Kiernan (2004) states that 

“cohabitation” then is … “just as it was in times past: in effect, a poor person’s marriage”. Hence, the 

assumption of a similar emergence of western European new family forms does not hold, but diverse 

contexts might facilitate different diffusion trends. However, as argued earlier, great economic 

disparities may not be “sufficient” in the case of central and eastern Europe to explain a further spread 

of these forms. Perhaps unwillingly, disadvantaged groups have become trendsetters, but ideational 

factors (or “willingness”) - openly embraced by a rising number of highly educated individuals – pave 

the way for a wider institutionalization of cohabitation and non-marital childbearing. In sum, the faces 

of the Second Demographic Transition are diverse (Sobotka 2008), and hence, often related to 

particular time periods in specific settings. 

6.4 Policy relevance 

Some of the conclusions of this dissertation fit well in the context of recent economic crises and 

subsequent austerity measures to reduce debt and control public spending in European countries. The 

impact of the recent great crisis, starting in 2008, however, is not addressed in the empirical chapters 

as our data lack recent partnership and family formation histories for this period. The outbreak of the 

recent crises and austerity was and at the time of my writings still is a painful one. Short-term 

perspectives for the European continent are considered very uncertain (Caritas Europa 2013), while 

the social situation is deteriorating (European Union 2012), with particularly very difficult 
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circumstances for Mediterranean countries standing out. Labor market indicators report soaring youth 

unemployment (up to 50% and more in 2012 and later in Greece and Spain) (OECD 2016), as well as  

high long-term unemployment, decreasing incomes and childhood poverty. Austerity measures not 

only tend to increase unemployment in the short run, but imply budget cuts in welfare provisions, the 

health sector, pension systems, etc. as well (Tamamović 2015). The corresponding unattractive 

outlooks for young people in these countries are expected to induce postponement strategies in 

partnership formation, and hence, parenthood. Strong delays in birth timing (ages 30 and older) are 

related to well documented medical consequences. For instance, pregnancy at older ages is associated 

with higher risks of chromosal abnormalities, increased foetal death, pregnancy induced 

hypertension,… (Van Katwijk and Peeters 1998; Bray et al. 2006). In addition, recession-induced 

fertility declines will contribute to the ageing of population structures. Further, in southern European 

countries the incidence of unmarried cohabitation and non-marital fertility is rather low. These 

countries are characterized by strong family ties and marriage has a long-standing importance, even in 

recent decades (Rossi 2009). Nevertheless, for some countries (e.g. Spain) it is suggested that 

unmarried cohabitation may no longer be a marginal path to family formation. At the same time, it has 

already been indicated that trends in cohabitation potentially will be conditioned by continued 

economic uncertainty in this region, as marriage may not be reachable for increasing numbers 

(Dominguez-Folgueras and Castro-Martin 2013). However, this will strongly depend on the degree 

that young adults respond to uncertainty by remaining longer in the parental home or opt to form a 

partnership, even if this may entail declining living standards compared to living in the parental home. 

In addition, the question is whether these countries are, in the short run, able to recover from economic 

instability and shield young people from difficult employment and income situations. 

A second point of relevance concerns the finding (for France) that especially non-tertiary 

educated women are less responsive to non-employment with respect to union formation. Furthermore, 

it is suggested that those who are inactive (and hence not looking for a job) at the labor market are 

most likely to start a partnership. This finding may well be related to the fact that investing in labor 

market activities is less important for this lower educated group as they have secondary earning 

positions in couples. This adds to the finding that low educated women are also less affected by 

adverse economic conditions with respect to first birth timing (Neels et al. 2013; Kreyenfeld and 

Andersson 2014; Wood et al. 2015). As a result, it is assumed that women with lower educations are 

more likely to start a family as an alternative to establish a stable professional career (Friedman et al. 

1994). For this group of women, higher poverty rates are expected since they show a low labor market 

attachment in the course of their further family career (Wood et al. forthcoming). In addition, inactive 

labor market careers at early stages more often yield problems with health and well-being later on 

(Wadsworth et al. 1999; Hammarström and Janlert 2002). In many instances, the choice for a family 

career as an alternative for a professional career may hence imply strong disadvantages in the long run. 

These women strongly adhere to family behaviors that reinforce their prior choices with respect to 

labor market uncertainties. In the case that decisions to invest in family careers, rather than in 

professional careers, result from poorer labor market prospects, specific policy targets towards the 

inclusivity of the labor market with respect to these lower educated women may be required. 

Highly educated women, in contrast, are suggested to show stronger postponement strategies in 

the event of non-employment. These women are assumed to aim for a stronger labor market 

attachment prior to their involvement in a partnership and, later on, a family. Policy packages geared 

towards swift school-to-work transitions with a strong establishment in the labor market potentially 

limits postponement to family formation among this group. 
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6.5 Limitations and future research 

A first important limitation of this dissertation concerns the assessment of the GGS data and its use in 

the empirical chapters. Since population statistics on unmarried cohabitation and non-marital fertility 

are not readily available, the analysis in the appendix chapter does not allow to examine the data 

quality of these demographic trends. Because literature shows additional sources of bias for these 

demographic behaviors such as particular forms of social desirability related to the social acceptance 

of non-marital family forms, this is a clear shortcoming for the dissertation (Hayford and Morgan 

2008).  

A second important point is the limited availability of longitudinal information on values and 

norms regarding union formation. The analyses assessing the association between economic 

conditions and partnership transitions would benefit from taking into account attitudes and orientations 

towards living arrangements. Similarly, data infrastructures including detailed micro-data on economic 

conditions would enhance our understanding of how economic context relates to union formation. The 

availability of longitudinal assessments of individual-level qualitative job indicators, duration of 

employment contracts, wages, etc. allows us to verify whether negative effects of economic context 

(partially) emerge via, for instance, an increased prevalence of temporary employment contracts. 

Hence, the dissertation indicates that the development of longitudinal micro-data on partnership 

transitions on the one hand and detailed labor market histories on the other would provide an 

interesting avenue of research. Together with longitudinal accounts of cultural orientations, this 

research instrument would allow researchers to better distinguish economic contextual effects from 

individual-level labor market effects and long-term cultural changes. 

Third, the comparative analysis of chapter 2, examining how economic context relates to union 

formation, lacks country-specific information on welfare provisions for the unemployed. Comparable 

country-level series on such institutional factors (e.g.  unemployment benefits) would entail a better 

understanding of how welfare regimes mediate the threat of economic adversity with respect to 

demographic behaviors. 

Fourth, this dissertation does not distinguish between living arrangements prior to union 

formation. However, strategies to cope with economic uncertainty are expected to diverge strongly 

between individuals living alone or together with their parents. Young people directly moving from 

the parental home to a partnership may experience decreasing standards of living, particularly in the 

event of economic dependency. For individuals living as a single, in contrast, forming a partnership is 

expected to yield pooled resources and economies of scale, easing the financial burdens of living 

alone. To our knowledge, few studies take into account these pathways, providing a promising avenue 

of research. 

Fifth, this dissertation focuses on individuals rather than couples. However, it can be expected 

that decisions on partnership transitions result to a great extent from a negotiation process within a 

couple. With respect to marriage intentions, it would be valuable to investigate discrepancies between 

partners (Brown 2000). Conflicting reports between partners on intentions might eventually impede 

the transition to marriage. Also with regard to the role of individual employment status studied in this 

dissertation, a dyadic perspective would have enhanced the understanding of how couples define the 

prerequisites of forming a partnership. It can, for example, be hypothesized that two insecure 

employment positions hamper union formation more than when one of the partners is unemployed or 

inactive. 

Finally, this dissertation does not address the role of policy or tax systems regarding partnership 

transitions. The similarity between marriage and cohabitation in terms of legal frameworks has, 

however, been found to differ between countries (Perelli-Harris and Sánchez Gassen 2012). Hitherto, 

to our knowledge, any quantitative studies take considerations on judicial differences between union 
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types into account. Nevertheless, this type of research could provide better understandings on how 

couples decide to marry. Awareness of policy may influence the decisions people take regarding 

partnership transitions. For instance, Scandinavian studies find that highly educated individuals have a 

better knowledge of specific legal regulations with respect to union types (Björnberg 2001; Noack 

2001). Concerns about, for instance, the legal protection of children may therefore vary between 

different socio-economic positions. This path of research is identified as fruitful because it may show 

the relevance of raising more awareness on the higher risks of splitting up from a cohabitation (in 

comparison with marriage). 
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Appendix 

A. Quality of demographic data in GGS Wave 1
52

 

A.1 Introduction 

In 2000 the Population Activity Unit (PAU) of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 

(UNECE) launched the Generations and Gender Programme (GGP) to enhance understanding of the 

causes and consequences of demographic change in developed countries (Vikat et al. 2007). 

International comparability is a key feature of the GGP and several, mainly European, countries have 

become highly committed to the implementation of the programme. The GGP consists of two pillars. 

The first pillar is a set of Generations and Gender Surveys (GGS)
53

. The GGS is a panel survey that 

collects longitudinal micro-level data on a representative sample of non-institutionalized residents 

aged 18 to 79 years in each of the participating countries. The first wave of the GGS collects detailed 

data on partnership histories and (non-)resident children, making it possible to reconstruct changes in 

union formation and fertility in recent decades and link these to covariates at the individual, 

household, and contextual levels. To overcome the limitations associated with the retrospective design 

of the Fertility and Family Surveys (FFS) – the immediate predecessor of the GGP – the GGS 

combines elements of a retrospective setup with a prospective panel design (Vikat et al. 2007). The 

prospective design makes it possible to assess the impact of characteristics recorded in each wave 

(e.g., values and intentions) on subsequent behaviors, thus contributing to an enhanced understanding 

of the dynamic nature of demographic behavior and the life-course. The Contextual Database (CDB)
54

 

(see the contribution of Caporali et al. in this special volume) is the second main pillar of the GGP and 

provides aggregate indicators at the meso (regional) and macro (national) levels. The CDB contains 

200 indicators organized around 16 domains, covering both quantitative and qualitative information at 

the aggregate level for each of the participating countries, mostly from the 1970s onwards (Spielauer 

2007). The possibility of combining longitudinal micro-level data from the GGS with contextual data 

from the CDB using multilevel (hazard) models allows for the assessment of the effect of various 

contexts (e.g., cultural, policy, and economic) on changing demographic and social behaviors (Simard 

and Franklin 2005; Vikat et al. 2007). 

The contextual indicators in the CDB are generally population statistics drawn from different 

standardized national and international sources (e.g., vital statistics). As a result, the validity of 

analyses that combine contextual indicators with longitudinal micro-level data critically depends on 

the quality of the retrospective data on union formation and fertility collected in the GGS. To the 

extent that partnership and fertility histories provide a biased account of past trends, this may also 

yield biased estimates of the effect of various contextual factors on demographic behavior. This also 

applies to explanatory analyses using GGS micro-data to examine associations between individual-

level predictors and partnership and fertility histories. In this chapter we use the total survey error 

approach to discuss potential sources of error in surveys such as the GGS, with a specific focus on bias 

in retrospectively collected event-histories (Blossfeld and Rohwer 2002; Blossfeld, Golsch, and 

Rohwer 2007; Weisberg 2009). In line with the GGS sample design guidelines, the chapter 

subsequently aims to assess the joint effect of different sources of error on the validity of demographic 

data in the GGS by comparing indicators of first marriage and fertility estimated retrospectively from 
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the GGS to population statistics (i.e., time-series drawn from vital registration, census, and register 

data). 

A.2 Theoretical framework: the total survey error approach 

Retrospective surveys have become the main source of data on partnership and childbearing histories 

(Beckett et al. 2001; Murphy 2009; Kreyenfeld et al. 2010). We use the total survey error approach to 

classify sources of error in surveys (Weisberg 2009; Groves and Lyber 2010). In this approach the 

term ‘error’ refers to the difference between the value obtained from a survey and the true value, 

usually the true value for the larger population of interest (Weisberg 2009). A characteristic feature of 

demographic surveys is that the true value for the population (at least for a number of characteristics) 

is frequently available from population statistics. Although population statistics can be subject to error 

and have been shown
55

 to be biased in specific cases (e.g., Velkoff and Miller 1995; Morgan et al. 

1999; Aleshina and Redmond 2005), we will consider them as a standard against which the total 

survey error in the Generations and Gender Surveys can be measured. We consider GGS estimates 

valid if they reflect the population value without systematic bias (Weisberg 2009). 

Differences between population statistics and demographic indicators calculated retrospectively 

from the GGS may result from different sources of error, which can be classified into three larger 

types. Section A.2.1 discusses the first type of error, which concerns issues related to selecting 

respondents for a survey. This includes sampling error, coverage error, and error associated with 

nonresponse at the unit level. Section A.2.2 discusses the second type of error, which concerns issues 

related to response accuracy. This section distinguishes between nonresponse error at the item level, 

measurement error due to respondents, and measurement error due to interviewers. Finally, section 

A.2.3 discusses the third type of error, which concerns various issues related to survey administration, 

including post-survey error, mode effects, and comparability effects (Weisberg 2009). 

A.2.1 Issues related to selecting respondents 

Sampling error 

Sampling error is the error that occurs when a sample is surveyed rather than the entire population. 

Systematic bias may result when non-probability sampling is used, whereas probability sampling 

permits mathematical derivation of the sampling error (Weisberg 2009). Non-probability samples are 

likely to generate selectivity in the sample to the extent that inclusion probabilities depend on at-home 

availability patterns of different groups in the population. The random route procedure implemented in 

the German GGS has, for instance, been shown to induce selectivity (Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 

2012). However, as most countries implemented probability sampling in line with the GGS sample 

design guidelines (Simard and Franklin 2005 and Fokkema et al. in this special volume), the next 

sections focus on the potential impact of coverage error and nonresponse error at the unit level. 
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 Morgan and colleagues (1999), considering diverging findings on racial differences in first-birth timing in the 
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Coverage error 

Coverage error occurs when the sampling frame does not correspond with the population of interest 

(Weisberg 2009). A typical issue of coverage error in retrospective surveys such as the GGS is that the 

collection of event-histories relies on survivors, while these may represent a nonrandom subgroup of 

their birth cohort with specific characteristics due to selective institutionalization, mortality, or out-

migration (Neels 2006; Kreyenfeld et al. 2010)
56

. Selective institutionalization has been found to affect 

maternity histories because married women are more likely to have children and less likely to enter a 

retirement home (Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). This may result in an underrepresentation of 

childless women in non-institutionalized populations at older ages, which in turn can bias fertility 

levels upward for these cohorts. Similarly, mortality is found to be lower among married and 

cohabiting individuals than among singles (Gadeyne and Deboosere 2000; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and 

Naderi 2012), whereas higher mortality is found for both childless and multiparous women (Kvåle, 

Heuch, and Nilssen 1994; Gadeyne and Deboosere 2000). This may introduce additional bias in 

nuptiality and fertility indicators for older cohorts. Finally, immigration and emigration are generally 

considered to be strongly correlated with patterns of nuptiality and family formation (Neels 2006; 

Murphy 2000; 2009; Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; 2011; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). 

Underrepresentation of migrant groups in surveys is frequently found – e.g., in the German GGS 

(Kreyenfeld et al. 2010) – and this will lead to an underestimation of nuptiality and fertility when 

migrant groups have higher marriage or childbearing rates. 

Nonresponse at the unit level 

Unit nonresponse occurs when a designated respondent does not participate in the survey, thereby 

limiting how representative the actual respondents are of the population of interest (Weisberg, 2009). 

Since nonresponse is found to vary significantly between social groups, under or overrepresentation of 

specific groups may affect the validity of retrospective estimates to the extent that these characteristics 

are correlated with nuptiality and fertility patterns. Determinants of unit nonresponse frequently 

discussed in the literature are age, gender, socio-economic position, geographical region, ethnicity, 

household (com)position, and parity. Unfortunately, the information available in the sampling frame 

(e.g., registers) is generally too limited to restore the representativeness of the sample with respect to 

such characteristics via post-stratification (see Fokkema et al. in this special volume on the calculation 

of post-stratification weights). 

Considering age, younger people are repeatedly found to have lower participation rates in surveys 

(Van Loon et al. 2003; Neels 2006), whereas other sources mention lower participation rates for both 

the oldest and youngest age groups (Groves and Couper 1998; Goldberg et al. 2001; Nicoletti and 

Peracchi 2005). Similarly, Régnier-Loilier (2011), studying attrition between waves 1–2 and waves 2–

3 of the French GGS, finds higher attrition for people younger than 30 and for people aged 60 and 

older. With respect to gender, lower response rates are generally found for men (Van Loon et al. 2003; 

Nicoletti and Peracchi 2005). Also in the French GGS, higher attrition has been found for men, 

especially among respondents younger than 50 (Régnier-Loilier 2011).  

Despite considerable variety in classifications and operationalizations, several sources report 

differential unit nonresponse rates in terms of socio-economic position, with higher-SES groups 

generally being overrepresented in surveys (Goldberg et al. 2001). Literature shows that higher-

educated groups are more willing to participate in surveys (Fitzgerald, Gottschalk, and Moffitt 1998; 

Pickery, Loosveldt, and Carton 2001; Kreyenfeld et al. 2011; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). 

Similarly, studies that consider alternative indicators of socio-economic context, such as labor market 
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position (Goldberg et al. 2001; Van Loon et al. 2003), housing conditions (Nicoletti and Peracchi 

2005; Abraham, Maitland, and Bianchi 2006; Lauwereys, Neels, and De Winter 2011), or income 

characteristics (Bergstrand et al. 1983; Fitzgerald, Gottschalk, and Moffitt 1998) mostly find higher 

response rates for higher socio-economic groups. Also in the case of the German GGS, differential 

response rates by socio-economic position have been found to lead to an overrepresentation of higher 

social strata (Kreyenfeld et al. 2010). For the French GGS, Régnier-Loilier (2011) suggests that 

attrition is highest among lower-educated individuals and unemployed persons. Similarly, Burkimsher 

(2009) states that the underestimation of fertility for older cohorts in the Bulgarian, Hungarian, and 

Georgian GGS may be due to the underrepresentation of older women with low SES, since lower 

education in these cohorts is correlated with having more children. 

Geographical region plays an important role, as response rates are often found to vary strongly 

between regions (Goldberg et al. 2001; Neels 2006), with response rates generally being particularly 

low in urban regions (Groves and Couper 1998; Abraham, Maitland, and Bianchi 2006). For the 

French GGS, Régnier-Loilier (2011) has found that attrition is highest in urban regions. For the GGS 

in Central and Eastern European countries it has been suggested that rural residence may be correlated 

with both higher fertility and lower participation rates and thus may provide a partial explanation of 

underestimation of fertility (Burkimsher 2009). 

Ethnicity is another characteristic related to lower response rates that may induce bias in nuptiality 

and fertility indicators. Migrant populations are generally underrepresented in surveys, particularly 

when the availability of the questionnaire in different languages is limited (Festy and Prioux 2002; 

Kreyenfeld et al. 2010). Foreigners are frequently found to show higher degrees of unit nonresponse 

(Bergstrand et al. 1983; Neels 2006), resulting in an underrepresentation of these groups (see 

Kreyenfeld and colleagues (2010) with respect to the German GGS). Several contributions have 

discussed the confounding role of migration (e.g., the role of East-West migration in Germany in 

higher fertility (Kreyenfeld et al. 2010)) or ethnic minorities in the GGS (e.g., underrepresentation of 

Roma populations with considerably higher fertility in Central and Eastern Europe (Burkimsher 

2009)). Also, results for the French GGS (Régnier-Loilier 2011) indicate that attrition is higher for 

migrant groups. 

Unit nonresponse has also been shown to vary in terms of household composition. Nicoletti and 

Peracchi (2005) claim that contact rates are inversely related to mobility of selected households. As a 

result, socio-demographic characteristics associated with higher mobility will also induce higher unit 

nonresponse. Literature shows that length of residence at the current address but also co-residence 

(Nicoletti and Peracchi 2005) and being married (Bergstrand et al. 1983; Goldberg et al. 2001; Neels 

2006) correlate with higher participation in surveys, whereas being a single person household or 

having an unstable marriage or migration history entails lower participation rates (Fitzgerald, 

Gottschalk, and Moffitt 1998; Abraham, Maitland, and Bianchi 2006). Similarly, in the context of a 

household-based sample, Groves and Couper (1998) find a strong negative correlation between the 

number of household members and the number of contact attempts required to reach designated 

individuals in households. 

Finally, higher parity has been shown to be associated with higher participation in surveys 

(Nicoletti and Peracchi 2005; Neels 2006), whereas unit nonresponse is higher in single child or 

childless households (Groves and Couper 1998; Abraham, Maitland, and Bianchi 2006). Fertility 

research provides ample evidence of the relative underrepresentation of childless women. Because 

mothers (and particularly mothers of young children) stay at home more often, they are easier to 

contact (Lievesley 1988; Festy and Prioux 2002). This may result in an overestimation of fertility in 

younger cohorts, especially in countries where young mothers tend to stay at home (Kreyenfeld et al. 

2011; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). This effect of ‘family bias’ was assumed by Festy and 

Prioux (2002) in the context of the FFS and Kreyenfeld and colleagues (2011) have also referred to it 
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in relation to the GGS. In addition, it has been suggested that people with young children are 

particularly interested in participating in surveys (Groves and Couper 1998), particularly family 

surveys, since it is assumed they feel highly involved (Kreyenfeld et al. 2011). This is in line with 

findings indicating that high involvement or interest in the topic of the study (‘topic saliency’) induces 

higher participation rates (Krosnick 1991; Couper, Singer, and Kulka 1997; Pickery, Loosveldt, and 

Carton 2001; De Wulf, Van Kenhove, and Wijnen 2003; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). 

Buber (2013), analysing attrition patterns between subsequent waves of the Austrian GGS, finds that 

pregnancy and more traditional attitudes towards marriage are associated with lower attrition. 

Besides the relevance of the aforementioned characteristics of the designated respondent, unit 

nonresponse is also related to interviewer behavior. The degree of unit nonresponse may be affected 

by the contact procedure adopted by the interviewer, the number of contact attempts, and the reaction 

of targeted respondents to interviewer characteristics (Campanelli, Sturgis, and Purdon 1997; Pickery, 

Loosveldt, and Carton 2001). 

A.2.2 Issues related to response accuracy 

Item nonresponse error 

Item nonresponse error occurs when the respondent participates in the survey but skips some of the 

questions, with “don’t know” answers constituting an important item nonresponse problem (Weisberg 

2009). To the extent that item nonresponse is non-random it may induce additional bias in sample 

estimates. Recall problems constitute an important cause of item nonresponse in the retrospective 

collection of life histories when respondents fail to remember the occurrence or timing of particular 

events (Blossfeld and Rohwer 2002). For event-history data in particular, both the event and the date 

of the event are important, as imputation of histories in case of incomplete information potentially 

introduces additional bias (Zabel 2009). Often the timing of the event proves most cumbersome to 

remember (Peters 1988; Belli 1998; Klein and Fischer-Kerli 2000; Wu, Martin, and Long 2001; 

Hayford and Morgan 2008). Well documented recall problems are heaping (i.e., discrete reporting of 

time since event) and forward telescoping (events being falsely reported as having occurred more 

recently). Whether or not recall problems occur often depends on the recall period. Underreporting of 

events is found to increase as time since the event elapses (Sudman and Bradburn 1973; 1974). 

Particularly for the oldest birth cohorts and the earliest periods of calendar time included in the 

analysis, recall errors may thus affect the quality of retrospectively estimated indicators (Neels 2006; 

Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). 

Apart from the recall period, the occurrence of recall problems depends on both event and 

respondent characteristics. Landmark events such as childbirth and marriage are often considered as 

reliable recollections, which can be recorded retrospectively with limited bias (Neels 2006; Neels and 

Gadeyne 2010; Klein and Fischer-Kerli 2000; Beckett et al. 2001; Hill 2005; Hayford and Morgan 

2008; Kreyenfeld et al. 2011). Literature refers to the concept of salience, which relates to emotional 

involvement with the event considered and the concept of rehearsal of the dates of particular events 

(e.g., celebrating a child’s birthday implies remembering it every year) (Wagenaar 1986). Both 

emotional involvement and the amount of rehearsal can be assumed to be high in the case of marriage 

or childbirth, supporting the argument of valid retrospective information on childbearing and 

partnership histories (Wu, Martin, and Long 2001). However, recall problems are also found for 

landmark events such as childbirth and union formation (Murphy 2009; Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; Ní 

Bhrolcháin, Beaujouan, and Murphy 2011).  

With respect to respondent characteristics, gender differences in reporting vital events are found 

(Auriat 1991; Poulain, Riandey, and Firdion 1992; Klijzing and Cairns 2000; O’Connell 2007; 

Mitchell 2010). Bias often depends on whether men’s or women’s reports are used (Rendall et al. 
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1999). Men show a higher tendency to underreport children, particularly non-resident children
57

 

(Cherlin, Griffith, and McCarthy 1983; Sorensen 1997; Juby and Le Bourdais 1999; Rendall et al. 

1999; Joyner et al. 2012), while women are considered more accurate in reporting both the occurrence 

and the correct dates of (vital) events in the domain of union and family formation. Literature not only 

suggests that women may be more communicative in this respect, which again entails a higher degree 

of rehearsal (Klijzing and Cairns 2000), but also that in some cases men may not be aware of the birth 

of their children (Juby and Le Bourdais 1999; Joyner et al. 2012). However contradictory evidence is 

also found (e.g., Hertrich 1998). With respect to age, previous results suggest that older people tend to 

underreport children that have left the parental home during periods more distant from the survey 

(Kreyenfeld et al. 2010). Also, education has an effect on recall of life-course events, with higher-

educated women being found to be more reliable in reporting marital histories and divorce dates, 

childbearing desires, and methods of contraception (Peters 1988; Smith and Thomas 2003; Mitchell 

2010). 

Measurement error due to the respondent 

Measurement error occurs when the measure obtained is not an accurate measure of what was intended 

to be measured. Measurement error due to the respondent is when the respondent gives an inaccurate 

answer to the question, which is often really a matter of how well the researcher worded the survey 

question (Weisberg 2009). The ability to remember is no guarantee that facts are correctly reported. 

Respondents may choose to edit their answers as a result of learning effects and fatigue (Ní 

Bhrolcháin, Beaujouan, and Murphy 2011), particularly when respondents lose interest and motivation 

to participate during the interview. After learning that answering questions in a particular way may 

prevent further questions, respondents may use this knowledge to shorten the interview (see 

Ruckdeschel et al. in this special volume). People may opt not to report additional children in order to 

end the interview as soon as possible (Piacentini, Jensen, and Schaffer 1991; Kessler, Little, and 

Groves 1995; Lucas et al. 1999; Duan et al. 2007). Also, social desirability may introduce bias. People 

often want to put themselves in a more favorable light and may give responses they think interviewers 

want to get. A typical example of social desirability in demographic research that may introduce 

varying bias by birth cohort is the increased social acceptance and the changing prevalence of 

cohabitation and non-marital childbirth (Hayford and Morgan 2008). 

As argued by Weisberg (2009), measurement error is closely related to question wording and 

questionnaire construction. When evaluating the quality of survey data it is important to consider the 

characteristics of the questionnaire (e.g., complexity, question wording). The complexity of the 

questionnaire is found to be an important determinant of bias in data, as survey complexity may 

increase interview fatigue (Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). Ní 

Bhrolcháin and colleagues (2011), for instance, found that the main reason for missing births, 

especially for older cohorts of women (Murphy 2009), was an inaccuracy in the questionnaire, as most 

of these ‘missing’ children had been reported as household members but had not been repeated when 

providing birth histories. Beaujouan (2013) identifies both the complex filtering in the GGS as well as 

inconsistent implementation across countries (e.g., question filters, pre-codes) as a potential threat to 

data quality. 

Little information is provided on the translation procedures that countries have used to adapt the 

questionnaires to language- and country-specific contexts. However, the country-specific data 

documentation suggests that some countries (e.g., Bulgaria) have validated their translation by re-

translating their country-specific questionnaire back to English. Other countries have set up pilot 

                                                           
57

 Juby and Le Bourdais (1999), assessing declarations of births in the General Social Survey in Canada, find 

that the number of births declared by partners still living together is almost identical for mothers and fathers. 

However, underreporting of non-resident children by men was found. 
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studies to assess the quality of the translation work (e.g., France) (Generations and Gender Programme 

2014). We assume that the questions of interest are less country- or language-specific (e.g., birth year 

of biological child). 

Finally, the presence of others than the respondent and the interviewer during the interview 

possibly generates further bias in the outcomes of the survey (Régnier-Loilier 2007) (e.g., 

underreporting of children with previous partners due to presence of current partner). 

Measurement error due to the interviewer 

Measurement error due to the interviewer occurs when effects associated with the interviewers lead to 

inaccurate measures (Weisberg 2009). The interview situation and interviewer characteristics may also 

affect the data quality collected in surveys (Davis et al. 2010), even when standardized methods are 

used (Childs and Landreth 2006). Whenever interaction between a respondent and an interviewer 

occurs, interviewer bias becomes a realistic problem. Interviewers may unintentionally miscode data, 

skip questions, or deviate from the prescribed interviewing procedures. Learning effects on the part of 

the interviewer include intentionally introduced bias as a result of making up responses, misreporting 

deliberately, falsifying disposition codes, miscoding data or deviating from prescribed interviewing 

procedures (Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). Standardization of the interview situation and 

instructions for interviewers (e.g., standard responses, show cards) may mitigate the interviewer’s 

influence on data collection. In the GGS, fieldwork guidelines were provided rather than strict 

prescriptions concerning fieldwork practices. As a result, fieldwork practices vary greatly by country 

(see Fokkema et al. in this special volume). 

A.2.3 Survey administration issues 

Mode effects 

Mode effects refer to the effects that the choice between face-to-face interviewing, phone surveys, 

mail questionnaires, and other survey modes has on the results that are obtained (Weisberg 2009). In 

case of the GGS, the use of register data can be considered as a specific mode of data collection where 

responses were imputed from available registers in some countries (e.g., GGS Norway). This may give 

rise to additional issues of measurement error when the official (de jure) living arrangement does not 

reflect the de facto living arrangement of respondents. 

Post-survey error 

Post-survey error is the error that occurs in processing and analysing survey data, and does not 

constitute error from the survey process itself (Weisberg 2009). An important post-survey process is 

data editing, aimed at trying to locate and correct the individual errors in survey data, which in turn 

raises concern about the possibility of over-editing. In several countries computer-assisted personal 

interviewing (CAPI) was used during data collection for the GGS, which allows moving part of the 

data editing process to the interview itself by catching implausible combinations of answers and 

having the interviewer correct one or more entries, or asking respondents for additional clarification in 

case of apparent inconsistencies (Weisberg 2009). The lack in the GGS questionnaire of control 

questions on current civil status or parity would seem to provide limited possibilities for field editing, 

but it is unclear whether and to what extent such controls were implemented in different countries 

using CAPI. Similarly, it is unclear for most countries whether information available from 

administrative registers was used to impute missing data on household composition, partnership 

histories, and/or maternity histories in the stage of data cleaning. 
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Comparability effects 

Finally, comparability effects refer to differences between survey results obtained by different survey 

organizations or in different nations or at different points in time (Weisberg 2009). In the case of the 

GGS, the harmonization of questions that have been adapted to the national context constitutes an 

additional step in the process of data editing. The harmonization of the GGS is performed at the 

Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute (NIDI), but a detailed log documenting the 

changes and corrections implemented in subsequent versions of the harmonized data is hitherto 

unavailable.  

A.2.4 Assessing total survey error 

Studies looking into the quality of retrospective data have come up with mixed results, depending on 

the topic studied (Dex and McCulloch 1998; Jacobs 2002; Ayhan and Işiksal 2004; Shachar and 

Eckstein 2007; Gibson and Kim 2010). Although fertility and nuptiality histories are mostly regarded 

as ‘hard facts’ which respondents are keen to report (Swicegood, Morgan, and Rindfuss 1984; Wu, 

Martin, and Long 2001), several sources of error may affect the quality of retrospective data and 

introduce bias in GGS estimates of nuptiality and fertility (Blossfeld and Rohwer 2002; Blossfeld, 

Golsch, and Rohwer 2007). 

In the case of the GGS, the survey guidelines predominantly focus on dealing with selection bias, 

with the target response rate being set at 80% (Simard and Franklin 2005). Similarly, replacement of 

non-respondents with other respondents is not advised. To correct for selective nonresponse, the use of 

nonresponse weight adjustments and the examination of non-random nonresponse patterns are 

recommended as solutions. To analyze nonresponse it is essential that all individuals sampled in each 

wave are included in the final dataset with their final disposition codes (Kveder 2005). In addition, the 

calculation of response rates is standardized, following procedures outlined by Lynn and colleagues 

(2001), the American Association for Public Opinion Research (2011), and Kveder (2005) (Fokkema 

et al. in this special volume). Although standardized definitions of final disposition codes and response 

rates give information on a specific source of survey error (Lynn et al. 2001; Kveder 2005), 

standardized response rates do not provide any information on the joint impact of various potential 

sources of survey error on the quality of the longitudinal demographic data in the GGS. As a result, the 

GGS sample design guidelines recommend that design weights which are adjusted to account for 

nonresponse or which make use of auxiliary data (e.g., post-stratification) are validated by comparing 

weighted GGS estimates to other sources (e.g., vital statistics) to verify whether the GGS estimates are 

accurate (Simard and Franklin 2005). Assessments of the quality of demographic data are available in 

the literature for the FFS, but only a limited number of contributions have considered the quality of 

demographic data in the GGS. Festy and Prioux (2002) have compared period total fertility rates 

calculated retrospectively from the FFS with vital statistics for the 24 participating countries. An 

overestimation of fertility was found, which the authors ascribe to an overrepresentation of married 

women with children, who were easier to interview. Also, the Austrian GGS shows overestimations of 

fertility in line with findings by Festy and Prioux, due to similar mechanisms (Kreyenfeld et al. 2011). 

Additionally, assessments on the quality of fertility and nuptiality data have been made for the German 

GGS (Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; Kreyenfeld et al. 2011; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012), 

indicating that fertility and nuptiality are underestimated for older birth cohorts and overestimated for 

younger birth cohorts. Additional efforts to assess data quality have been made by Burkimsher (2009) 

for the Bulgarian, Hungarian, and Georgian GGS, finding underestimations of cohort fertility for older 

cohorts and major validity problems in the case of Bulgaria. Many of the aforementioned contributions 

draw attention to the importance of weight adjustments and particularly to relevant factors that should 

be considered in calculating post-stratification weights (which is often an arbitrary decision) (Festy 



QUALITY OF DEMOGRAPHIC DATA IN GGS WAVE 1 

 
161 

and Prioux 2002). For Austria, special weights were developed by the Vienna Institute of Demography 

that include fertility information on parity in their computation. It has been suggested that these 

weighted data perform considerably better (Buber 2010; Kreyenfeld et al. 2011). 

In this chapter we assess the validity of final estimation weights by comparing GGS estimates of 

period and cohort indicators of first marriage and fertility as well as mean ages at first marriage and 

childbearing to population statistics. To our knowledge this is the only contribution assessing the 

quality of demographic data for all countries where data from GGS wave 1 are currently available 

(Table A.1). The added value is self-evident for countries where the quality of retrospectively 

estimated demographic indicators has not yet been assessed. Also, for countries for which partial 

results are available, the consistent approach of our analysis has the advantage that results can be 

compared across countries. The aim of this contribution is to provide users of the GGS data with 

information that may help them to decide on the temporal and geographical scope of their analysis or 

guide further research on item nonresponse in the GGS. We also make suggestions on how data 

quality may be improved in future surveys. 

A.3 Data & methods 

Section A.3.1 discusses the Harmonized Data Files used for the analysis, whereas section A.3.2 

documents the retrospective estimation of indicators of first marriage and fertility from the GGS. 

Sections A.3.3–A.3.7 reflect on all different indicators that are calculated in the analyses as well as on 

the results that will be presented. 

A.3.1 Harmonized data files 

The analyses use data on 14 countries for which GGS Wave 1 data are currently available (see Table 

A.1 for country-specific information on the harmonized data files used). The analysis is restricted to 

data for women, as population statistics typically provide information on female rates only (Council of 

Europe 2005). As a result, our results provide no information on the validity of retrospectively 

collected demographic data for men. For each country, Table A.1 documents the period and cohorts 

considered in the validation (see below). The time period or birth cohorts for which we assess the 

quality of indicators on first marriage is subject to variation between countries and is determined by 

the starting year in which the interviews took place and the age range of respondents included in the 

cross-sectional sample (see section A.3.2). The scope of the validation is determined by the 

requirement to consider cohort and period indicators of fertility and nuptiality between ages 15 and 

49
58

, although the results section also includes period and cohort indicators based on the age range 15–

39. The GGS estimates were compared to population statistics drawn from various sources. In this 

chapter we mainly use population statistics drawn from the GGP Contextual Database (CDB), 

although alternative sources have been considered when they provided longer time-series (e.g., 

Eurostat, Council of Europe, Human Fertility Database). 

GGS estimates were calculated using both weighted and non-weighted data
59

. The following 

indicators of first marriage were estimated retrospectively from the GGS: i) age-specific female first-

                                                           
58

 Age-specific rates at age reached in year t are calculated retrospectively considering the respondent's date of 

birth. 
59

 For the Netherlands two different sets of weights were used. The first set of weights corrects for the sample 

design and takes into account that a random sample of households was taken instead of a random sample of 

individuals. The second set of weights additionally corrects for the underrepresentation of certain groups (e.g., 

men, young adults, inhabitants of highly urban and highly rural areas…). Since the GGP sample design 

guidelines are unclear on the recommended weighting procedure to be used (Simard and Franklin 2005), most 

countries have implemented their own solution. In general, GGS countries other than the Netherlands provide a 

single standardized weight variable based on post-stratification of the sample for a limited number of 
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marriage rates (ASFFMR), ii) the period total female first-marriage rate (period TFFMR), iii) the 

cohort total female first-marriage rate (cohort TFFMR), iv) the period mean age at female first 

marriage (period MAFFM), and v) the cohort mean age at female first marriage (cohort MAFFM). In 

calculating first-marriage rates we considered the earliest of three possible dates. The first date 

concerns the year of marriage to the current co-resident partner. Co-resident partners are included in 

the household grid of the GGS
60

 and the section on partnerships provides additional information on 

whether the respondent is married to this partner (in which case month and year of marriage are 

recorded). A second possibility concerns the date of marriage to the current non-resident partner, as 

the section on non-resident partners probes whether respondents have a living-apart-together 

marriage
61

. Finally, the earliest date of marriage in the partnership history of the respondent is 

considered as, for each partnership, respondents were asked whether and when they married this 

partner
62

. 

Table A.1: Descriptives for GGS Wave 1 data included in the analyses 

      Time perspective: 

Country HDF 

Age 

range Birth cohorts 

Year of 

interview N 

Period 

measures 

Cohort 

measures 

Australia 4.0 16–99 1906–1990 2005–2006 3944 1970–2005 1920–1957 

Austria
1 

3.0 18–46 1963–1990 2008–2009 3001 – – 

Belgium 3.0 18–82 1928–1990 2008–2010 3728 1978–2005 1928–1960 

Bulgaria 4.0 18–82 1922–1986 2004 6983 1977–2001 1927–1954 

Estonia 3.0 21–81 1924–1983 2004–2005 5034 1974–1998 1924–1955 

France 3.0 18–79 1926–1987 2005 5708 1976–2002 1926–1955 

Georgia 3.0 18–80 1926–1988 2006 5595 1976–2003 1926–1956 

Germany 3.0 17–85 1920–1988 2005 5407 1975–2002 1925–1955 

Hungary 3.0 21–79 1926–1983 2004–2005 7517 1976–1998 1926–1955 

Italy 4.0 18–64 1939–1985 2003 5115 1989–2000 1939–1953 

Netherlands 3.0 18–80 1923–1985 2002–2004 4741 1973–2000 1923–1954 

Norway 3.0 19–81 1927–1988 2007–2008 7541 1977–2003 1927–1958 

Romania 4.0 18–80 1925–1987 2005 6009 1976–2002 1926–1955 

Russia 3.0 17–81 1923–1987 2004 7038 1974–2001 1924–1954 
1
 Period and cohort measures cannot be estimated up to age 49 given the limited age range of respondents in the 

cross-sectional sample. 
2
 HDF: Harmonized Data File Release 

With respect to fertility, GGS estimates for the following indicators were compared to population 

statistics: i) age-specific female fertility rates (ASFR), ii) the period total fertility rate (period TFR), 

iii) the cohort total fertility rate (cohort TFR), iv) the period mean age at childbearing (period MAC), 

and v) the cohort mean age at childbearing (cohort MAC). The fertility indicators only use data on 

biological children of the respondent: we do not consider adopted, foster, or stepchildren. Dates of 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
characteristics (frequently age, sex, and either region or urbanization) (see Fokkema et al. in this special 

volume). 
60

 Respondents are asked to fill out the household grid at the start of the interview. ‘To begin, I would like to ask 

you about all persons who live in this household. Who are they? To help me keep track of your answers, please 

tell me their first names and how they are related to you.’ 
61

 Are you currently having an intimate (couple) relationship with someone you're not living with? This may also 

be your spouse if he/she does not live together with you.’ 
62

 (Apart from your current partnership or marriage,) have you ever before lived together with someone as a 

couple or have you ever been married?’ 
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birth of biological children were drawn from different sections of the GGS questionnaire. First, the 

household grid provides the dates of birth of biological children residing in the household of the 

respondent. Second, dates of birth of non-resident and deceased biological children were drawn from a 

separate section in the questionnaire on non-resident children
63

. 

A.3.2 Retrospective estimation of age-specific rates 

The retrospective estimation of demographic indicators from the GGS follows the procedure outlined 

by Neels (2006) for the validation of period and cohort indicators of first marriage and fertility, 

estimated retrospectively from the Belgian censuses of 1991 and 2001 (Neels 2006; Neels and 

Gadeyne 2010). Using the earliest date of marriage in the partnership history, age-specific female first-

marriage rates (ASFFMRt) are calculated by calendar year and age reached during the year (see left 

panel of Figure A.1): 

Equation A.1 

 𝐴𝑆𝐹𝐹𝑀𝑅𝑖 =
 first marriages in year 𝑡 to women who reach age 𝑖 during year 𝑡

number of women born in year 𝑡 − 𝑖 
  

where the ASFFMRt for age i reached in year t relates the number of first marriages in year t to 

women born in year t - i to the number of person-years lived by these women in year t (the number of 

person-years lived is equal to the cohort size in the sample, as there is no mortality or emigration in the 

retrospective estimation of age-specific rates). Similarly, using the dates of birth of biological children, 

age-specific fertility rates (ASFRt) are calculated by calendar year and age reached during the year: 

 

Equation A.2 

 𝐴𝑆𝐹𝑅𝑖 =
births in year 𝑡 to women who reach age 𝑖 during year 𝑡

number of women born in year 𝑡 − 𝑖
  

 

In contrast to the age-specific rates estimated from the GGS, age-specific rates drawn from population 

statistics are routinely calculated by calendar year and completed age, where events to women aged i 

in completed years are related to the midyear population of women aged i on their last birthday (right 

panel of Figure A.1) (Wunsch and Termote 1978; Calot 1984; Neels 2006). The GGS estimates of the 

ASFFMRt and ASFRt by age reached in year t refer to events in adjacent age groups and are centred at 

exact age i (left panel of Figure A.1), whereas the ASFFMRt and ASFRt drawn from population 

statistics are typically centred at age (i + 0.5). To obtain a closer approximation between age schedules 

of first marriage and fertility, estimated from the GGS and corresponding schedules drawn from 

population statistics, the age-specific rates estimated from the GGS were averaged over adjacent ages. 

The age-specific rate at completed age i drawn from population statistics is thus approximated by the 

mean of the age-specific rates at ages reached i and (i + 1), estimated retrospectively from the GGS 

(Wunsch and Termote 1978; Calot 1984; Neels 2006). 

  

                                                           
63

 ‘We already talked about those children who currently live in your household. In addition to them, have you 

given birth to/fathered any other children or have you ever adopted any other children? Do not include 

stepchildren, that is, children belonging to your current or prior partner/spouse. I will ask you about those 

children later.’ 
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Figure A.1: Calculation of age-specific marriage and fertility rates 

 

 

The time periods or cohorts considered in the analysis depend on the year in which fieldwork started 

and the age range included in the cross-sectional samples. For period indicators the earliest year that 

can be considered in the analyses is the year in which the oldest female birth cohort (which includes at 

least 20 women) reaches its 50
th
 birthday (see Table A.1), or, alternatively, the earliest year for which 

all age-specific rates can be estimated between completed ages 15 and 49. Similarly, the most recent 

year considered is the year in which the youngest cohort in the sample turns 15. Given that in most 

countries the GGS sampled individuals aged 18 and older, period indicators can typically be estimated 

up to 3 years before the year in which the fieldwork started. Cohort indicators reflect the proportion 

ever marrying by age 49 or completed fertility by age 49 in the cohorts considered. In contrast to the 

estimation of the period measures, the age-specific rates by age reached estimated from the GGS were 

not averaged over adjacent age-groups for the estimation of cohort indicators. For cohort indicators, 

the assessment starts with the oldest cohort (having at least 20 respondents) included in the survey and 

includes the cohort of women turning 49 in the year preceding the start of the fieldwork. 

A.3.3 Period total female first-marriage rate and period total fertility rate 

From the ASFFMR, the period TFFMR in year t is obtained as: 

 

Equation A.3 

 𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑑   𝑇𝐹𝐹𝑀𝑅𝑡 = ∑
1

2
(𝑔𝑖

𝑡 + 𝑔𝑖+1
𝑡 )

49

𝑖=15

  

where 𝑔𝑖
𝑡 and 𝑔𝑖+1

𝑡  are the GGS estimates of the ASFFMR by ages i and (i + 1) reached in year t. 

Similarly, the period TFR in year t is obtained as: 

 

Equation A.4 

 𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑑   𝑇𝐹𝑅𝑡 = ∑
1

2
(𝑓𝑖

𝑡 + 𝑓𝑖+1
𝑡 )

49

𝑖=15

  

where 𝑓𝑖
𝑡 and 𝑓𝑖+1

𝑡  are the GGS estimates of the ASFR by ages i and (i + 1) reached in year t.  

A.3.4 Period mean age at female first marriage and period mean age at childbearing 

The calculation of the period mean ages is based on the age-specific and total rates. The period 

MAFFM and the period MAC are obtained as: 
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Equation A.5 

 𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑑   𝑀𝐴𝐹𝐹𝑀𝑡 =
∑

1
2 (𝑔𝑖

𝑡 + 𝑔𝑖+1
𝑡 )49

𝑖=15 ∗ (𝑖 + 0.5)

𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑑   𝑇𝐹𝐹𝑀𝑅𝑡
  

 

Equation A.6 

 𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑑   𝑀𝐴𝐶𝑡 =
∑

1
2 (𝑓𝑖

𝑡 + 𝑓𝑖+1
𝑡 )49

𝑖=15 ∗ (𝑖 + 0.5)

𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑑   𝑇𝐹𝑅𝑡
  

where 𝑔𝑖
𝑡, 𝑔𝑖+1

𝑡

 
and 𝑓𝑖

𝑡, 𝑓𝑖+1
𝑡  in equations 5 and 6 respectively represent the ASFFMR and ASFR by 

age reached i and (i + 1) in year t calculated retrospectively from the GGS. 

A.3.5 Cohort total female first-marriage rate and cohort total fertility rate 

Using the age-specific rates by age reached, the cohort TFFMR is obtained as follows: 

 

Equation A.7 

 𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡   𝑇𝐹𝐹𝑀𝑅𝑡 = ∑ (𝑔𝑖
𝑡)

49

𝑖=15

  

where 𝑔𝑖
𝑡 are the ASFFMR by age reached i in year t drawn from the GGS for a cohort of women born 

in year t. Similarly, the cohort TFR is obtained as: 

 

Equation A.8 

 𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡   𝑇𝐹𝑅𝑡 = ∑ (𝑓𝑖
𝑡)

49

𝑖=15

  

where 𝑓𝑖
𝑡 are the ASFR by age reached i in year t drawn from the GGS for a cohort of women born in 

year t. 

A.3.6 Cohort mean age at female first marriage and cohort mean age at childbearing 

Cohort mean ages at first marriage and childbearing are derived from the corresponding cohort 

schedules. The cohort MAFFM and MAC for women born in year t are obtained as follows:  

 

Equation A.9 

 𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡   𝑀𝐴𝐹𝐹𝑀𝑡 =
∑ 𝑖 ∗ 𝑔𝑖

𝑡49
𝑖=15

𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡   𝑇𝐹𝐹𝑀𝑅𝑡
  

 

Equation A.10 

 𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡   𝑀𝐴𝐶𝑡 =
∑ 𝑖 ∗ 𝑓𝑖

𝑡49
𝑖=15

𝐶𝑜ℎ𝑜𝑟𝑡   𝑇𝐹𝑅𝑡
  

 

where 𝑔𝑖
𝑡 and 𝑓𝑖

𝑡 in equations 9 and 10 respectively represent the ASFFMR and ASFR by age reached 

i in year t estimated from the GGS. 

A.3.7 Indicators of survey error 

Following Weisberg (2009), three indicators of survey error are reported. First, we calculate the mean 

difference between the GGS estimates and the corresponding population values throughout the 
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observation period or range of cohorts considered, as well as for subsequent five-year periods or birth 

cohorts. The mean difference provides an indication of the systematic error or bias in GGS estimates. 

If the systematic error is constant across the period or range of cohorts considered, the variance of the 

GGS estimate may still be correct. Also, adding a constant to a variable does not affect correlations 

with other variables (e.g., time-series of relevant contextual variables) or regression coefficients, so 

these statistics may still be correct (Weisberg 2009). Second, for each indicator we calculate the 

standard deviation between the GGS estimates and the corresponding population statistics (the square 

root of the mean squared error which is the average of the squared deviations between the GGS 

estimates and the population values), which is taken as an indication of the random error in GGS 

estimates. Assuming random error has a mean of zero, it does not affect the mean of a variable, but 

does increase the variance of a variable and therefore directly affects correlations with other variables 

(e.g., time-series of relevant contextual variables), which are reduced in magnitude or attenuated 

(Weisberg 2009). Similarly, random error attenuates regression coefficients and reduces the statistical 

power of hypothesis tests compared to the situation where random error is absent. Third, to illustrate 

the joint impact of random error and changing systematic bias over time, we calculate the zero-order 

correlation between the GGS estimates and the population values for each demographic indicator 

considered. 

A.4 Results 

For each indicator of first marriage and fertility, graphs for a limited number of countries have been 

included in the text in order to illustrate variation in data. Detailed country-specific figures comparing 

estimates based on the GGS (and their 95% confidence intervals) against population statistics are 

included in the appendix
64

. 

A.4.1 Cohort total female first marriage rate and mean age at female first marriage 

The assessment of the quality of the cohort total female first marriage rate (cohort TFFMR) is limited 

to countries for which population statistics on cohort nuptiality patterns are available (Austria, 

Belgium, Bulgaria, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, and Romania). In most of 

the countries considered, the GGS underestimates the cohort TFFMR, particularly for the older birth 

cohorts included in the survey. The underestimation is particularly articulated in Belgium and Norway 

(Figure A.5) up to the 1945 cohort and in Germany (Figure A.3) up to the cohort born in 1955. 

Compared to population statistics, the GGS-based TFFMR is about 0.15 first marriages per woman too 

low in Belgium and Norway in the oldest cohorts, ranging up to an underestimation of 0.20 marriages 

per woman in Germany (Table A.2). In Germany GGS-based TFFMR for cohorts born before 1940 is 

no longer included in the 95% confidence intervals around the population parameter. Also in Bulgaria, 

France (Figure A.2), and the Netherlands, the GGS underestimate the cohort TFFMR for all birth 

cohorts considered. In the Netherlands, the underestimation ranges up to 0.50 first marriages per 

woman for the oldest cohorts. In Italy, Romania, and Hungary, no cohorts are found where the GGS 

estimate differs substantially from vital statistics. For Austria the analysis is only possible for a limited 

period, due to the limited age range covered in the cross-sectional sample. For these cohorts, however, 

the results do not show substantial deviations between GGS estimates and population statistics. In 

Hungary the difference between the GGS estimates and population statistics is generally below -0.10 

for cohorts born between 1940 up to the mid-1960s, with deviations between GGS and population 

statistics being even smaller for cohorts born before 1940. 

                                                           
64

 See http://demographic-research.org/volumes/vol32/24/files/32-24%20Appendix.pdf 
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In sum, the outcomes show that compared to population statistics the GGS generally 

underestimate the cohort TFFMR, particularly for the older birth cohorts. The mean deviation between 

GGS estimates and populations statistics is negative in all countries considered (Table A.3), indicating 

a general underestimation of cohort first-marriage intensities. The changing nature of the systematic 

bias over subsequent birth cohorts in tandem with substantial year-to-year variation in the GGS 

estimates in general gives rise to low zero-order correlations between TFFMR series estimated from 

the GGS and population statistics (Table A.3), suggesting that long-term trends in cohort nuptiality 

patterns are often poorly reflected by the GGS (in Belgium a significant negative correlation was 

found). However, if zero-order correlations are calculated separately for younger birth cohorts (results 

not included), the quality of the cohort nuptiality data is clearly higher (resulting in positive cross-

correlations) for the more recent birth cohorts. 

The analysis of the cohort MAFFM excludes Australia, Estonia, Georgia, and Russia, as 

population statistics on the cohort MAFFM were not available for these countries. For France, 

Belgium, Bulgaria, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Norway, and Romania, the GGS estimates of the cohort 

MAFFM show accurate approximations of population statistics without substantial deviation (<1 

year). In the Netherlands the GGS overestimates the cohort MAFFM for nearly all cohorts, with 

deviations ranging up to 2.08 years (Table A.4).  

In sum, the GGS estimates of the cohort MAFFM provide a closer approximation of population 

statistics than is the case for GGS estimates of the cohort TFFMR. As a result, the time-series of 

cohort MAFFM estimated from the GGS show significant positive correlations with the MAFFM 

drawn from population statistics (Table A.3). Considering the results for both the cohort TFFMR and 

the cohort MAFFM, we can conclude that the cohort nuptiality data in the GGS are fairly accurate for 

cohorts born after 1940–1945, notwithstanding exceptions in a limited number of countries (see 

summary indicators and detailed country results in the appendix). 

Figure A.2: Cohort total female first marriage rate, France, 1926–1965 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey France (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

 

  



APPENDIX 

 
 

168 

Figure A.3: Cohort total female first marriage rate, Germany, 1925–1965 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Germany (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Figure A.4: Cohort total female first marriage rate, Italy, 1931–1965 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Italy (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Figure A.5: Cohort total female first marriage rate, Norway, 1927–1965 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Norway (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 
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Table A.2: Cohort TFFMR (calculated up to age 49): mean difference between GGS estimates and 

population statistics for subsequent five year birth cohorts 

 1930–1934 1935–1939 1940–1944 1945–1949 1950–1954 1955–1959 

Australia – – – – – – 

Austria
 

– – – – – – 

Belgium – -0.1374 -0.1305 -0.0402 0.0055 0.0030 

Bulgaria – – – -0.0611 -0.0765 – 

Estonia – – – – – – 

France -0.0825 -0.0446 -0.0512 -0.0476 0.0016 – 

Georgia – – – – – – 

Germany – -0.2077 -0.1293 -0.1081 -0.0583 – 

Hungary -0.0077 -0.0135 -0.0463 -0.0547 -0.0574 – 

Italy – – 0.0239 -0.0310 – – 

Netherlands (w0) -0.4529 -0.2594 -0.2175 -0.1886 -0.1764 – 

Netherlands (w1) -0.4977 -0.2908 -0.2437 -0.2173 -0.2018 – 

Norway -0.1317 -0.1250 -0.0489 -0.0128 -0.0014 – 

Romania – – 0.0204 0.0083 -0.0869 – 

Russia – – – – – – 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Table A.3: Cohort TTFMR and cohort MAFFM: mean difference, standard deviation of difference and 

zero-order correlation between GGS estimates and populations statistics 

Country Cohorts CTFFMR CMAFFM 

  Corr. 

Mean 

differ. 

S.D. 

differ. Corr. 

Mean 

diff. 

S.D. 

differ. 

Australia – – – – – – – 

Austria
 

– – – – – – – 

Belgium 1933–1960 -0.509** -0.063 0.079 0.453* 0.649 0.663 

Bulgaria 1942–1954 0.002 -0.077 0.034 -0.116 0.435 0.657 

Estonia – – – – – – – 

France 1930–1955 -0.091 -0.044 0.047 0.240 0.096 0.615 

Georgia – – – – – – – 

Germany 1932–1955 -0.185 -0.146 0.108 0.574** 0.689 0.600 

Hungary 1930–1955 0.494* -0.037 0.032 0.087 -0.056 0.392 

Italy 1939–1953 0.064 -0.004 0.036 0.659** -0.347 0.378 

Netherlands (w0)
 

1930–1954 -0.204 -0.259 0.116 0.575** 1.496 0.922 

Netherlands (w1)
 

1930–1954 -0.229 -0.290 0.121 0.558** 1.474 0.938 

Norway 1930–1958 0.051 -0.057 0.065 0.536** 0.474 0.701 

Romania 1938–1955 0.130 -0.020 0.060 0.386 0.011 0.396 

Russia – – – – – – – 

Note: Significance levels: p < .05 (*), p < .01 (**). 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 
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Table A.4: Cohort MAFFM: mean difference between GGS estimates and population statistics in 

subsequent five year birth cohorts 

 1930–1934 1935–1939 1940–1944 1945–1949 1950–1954 1955–1959 

Australia – – – – – – 

Austria
 

– – – – – – 

Belgium – 0.4853 0.9144 0.3817 0.8732 0.3916 

Bulgaria – – – 0.8486 -0.0260 – 

Estonia – – – – – – 

France -0.2020 -0.1221 0.0725 0.1207 0.3607 – 

Georgia – – – – – – 

Germany – 0.7315 1.1081 0.5484 0.6031 – 

Hungary -0.5623 -0.0917 0.2482 0.0787 0.0685 – 

Italy – – -0.4450 -0.4750 – – 

Netherlands (w0)
 

1.7968 0.9351 1.4779 1.2412 2.0268 – 

Netherlands (w1)
 

1.7303 0.9294 1.5014 1.1221 2.0841 – 

Norway -0.1227 0.8346 0.5081 0.5358 0.2166 – 

Romania – – -0.0085 -0.0385 0.0975 – 

Russia – – – – – – 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

A.4.2 Period total female first-marriage rate and mean age at female first marriage 

The quality of period TFFMR was assessed for all countries where period population statistics on first 

marriage were available (Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Estonia, France, Georgia, Germany, Hungary, 

Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Romania, and Russia). Compared to cohort indicators of first marriage, 

the period TFFMR estimated from the GGS approximate population statistics more closely. Consistent 

with the findings for the cohort TFFMR, however, an underestimation of first-marriage intensities is 

found in earlier periods for a number of countries. This underestimation mainly occurs in the late 

1970s (the Netherlands and Russia in Table A.6) and 1980s (Bulgaria and the Netherlands). For these 

countries the underestimation of the period TFFMR in earlier periods is generally below -0.05, as 

shown in Figure A.8 for Hungary and Figure A.9 for Russia. The Netherlands is exceptional, as the 

deviation in the period TFFMR is on average -0.16 during the 1970s. In Austria, Belgium, Germany, 

Italy, and the Netherlands the GGS overestimates period first-marriage intensities in the 1990s and the 

2000s, with the bias being particularly pronounced in Germany (ranging up to +0.12 on average in the 

period 1995–1999). In Belgium and Italy, overestimations of the period TFFMR ranging up to +0.10 

on average are found after 1995. Countries where the GGS estimates provide fairly accurate 

approximations of population statistics are Estonia (Figure A.7), Georgia, Norway, and Romania. 

Despite variation in data quality across countries, the GGS-based period TFFMR in most countries 

shows significant positive correlations with time-series drawn from population statistics, indicating 

that the GGS accurately represent period trends in first-marriage intensities in these countries.  

The quality of period MAFFM could be assessed for all countries, except Austria - due to a lack 

of comparability between population statistics (mean ages based on ASFFMR up to age 49) and the 

GGS (mean ages based on ASFFMR up to age 34). For most countries (Belgium, Bulgaria, Estonia, 

France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Norway, Romania, and Russia) the period MAFFMs estimated from 

the GGS do not deviate substantially from population statistics in the period considered (deviation <1 

year). In Australia the GGS overestimates the period MAFFM by more than one year between 1980 

and 1984. In Georgia the GGS underestimates the period MAFFM throughout the observation period, 

with deviations ranging up to 3 years in specific years. The Netherlands is again exceptional, as the 
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GGS overestimates the period MAFFM in most periods, with deviations ranging up to +1.75 years in 

subsequent five year intervals. For most countries, however, the estimates of the period MAFFM 

based on the GGS show significant positive correlations with population statistics, illustrating that the 

GGS adequately represent period trends in terms of the MAFFM in these countries (Table A.5). 

Figure A.6: Period total female first-marriage rate, Belgium, 1970–2005 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Belgium (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Figure A.7: Period total female first-marriage rate, Estonia, 1970–2002 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Estonia (Wave 1), Calculations by authors.s 
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Figure A.8: Period total female first-marriage rate, Hungary, 1970–2003 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Hungary (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Figure A.9: Period total female first-marriage rate, Russia, 1970–2001 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Russia (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 
 

  



QUALITY OF DEMOGRAPHIC DATA IN GGS WAVE 1 

 
173 

Table A.5: Period TTFMR & period MAFFM: mean differences, standard deviation of difference and 

zero-order correlation between GGS estimates and population statistics 

Country Periods Period TFFMR Period MAFFM 

 

 Correlation 

Mean of 

differ. 

S.D. of 

differ. Correlation 

Mean 

diff. 

S.D. 

differ. 

Australia 1977–2005 – – – 0.922** 0.739 0.761 

Austria
1 

1988–2003 0.672** 0.434 0.057 – –  

Belgium 1978–20022 0.643** 0.039 0.086 0.841** 0.215 0.933 

Bulgaria 1977–2001 0.914** -0.028 0.080 0.832** 0.037 0.523 

Estonia 1974–1998 0.924** 0.016 0.093 0.803** 0.035 0.592 

France 1976–2002 0.743** 0.017 0.067 0.902** -0.073 0.872 

Georgia 1990–20013 0.832** 0.090 0.119 0.696** -1.591 0.676 

Germany 1975–20014 0.133 0.086 0.134 0.857** 0.028 0.926 

Hungary 1976–1998 0.946** -0.037 0.054 0.886** -0.185 0.414 

Italy 1989–2000 0.317 0.080 0.069 0.742** 0.213 0.450 

Netherlands (w0) 1973–2000 0.124 -0.024 0.151 0.897** 1.410 0.968 

Netherlands (w1) 1973–2000 0.104 -0.048 0.149 0.891** 1.415 1.001 

Norway 1977–2003 0.596** 0.042 0.067 0.890** 0.253 0.941 

Romania 1976–2002 0.621** 0.027 0.124 0.718** -0.315 0.457 

Russia 1974–1996 0.747** -0.016 0.090 0.812** -0.146 0.504 

Note: Significance levels: not significant (–), p < .05 (*), p < .01 (**). 
1
 for Austria rates between the ages 15 and 24 based on the GGS are compared to rates from vital statistics for 

the same age range. 
2 
due to availability of external data the analysis period of the Period MAFFM deviates (1978–2004). 

3 
due to availability of external data the analysis period of the Period MAFFM deviates (1990–2003). 

4 
due to availability of external data the analysis period of the Period MAFFM deviates (1975–2002). 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Table A.6: Period total female first-marriage rate (calculated up to age 49): mean difference between 

GGS estimates and population statistics in subsequent five year intervals 

 1975–1979 1980–1984 1985–1989 1990–1994 1995–1999 

Australia – – – – – 

Austria
1 

– – – 0.0674 -0.0101 

Belgium – 0.0258 0.0108 0.0097 0.1094 

Bulgaria – -0.0281 -0.0519 0.0376 0.0281 

Estonia 0.0094 0.0173 0.0166 -0.0141 – 

France – 0.0608 0.0243 -0.0061 0.0636 

Georgia – – – 0.1109 0.0604 

Germany 0.0115 0.0616 0.0480 0.0799 0.1225 

Hungary – -0.0291 -0.0414 -0.0303 – 

Italy – – – 0.0725 0.1016 

Netherlands (w0)
 

-0.1385 -0.0638 -0.0865 0.0031 0.1806 

Netherlands (w1)
 

-0.1630 -0.0843 -0.1023 -0.0116 0.1392 

Norway – 0.0310 0.0708 0.0370 0.0411 

Romania – -0.0225 0.1047 0.0480 0.0775 

Russia -0.0184 -0.0199 0.0000 -0.0497 – 

Note: 
1 
for Austria rates between the ages 15 and 24 based on the GGS are compared to rates from vital statistics 

for the same age range. 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 
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Table A.7: Period MAFFM (calculated up to age 49): mean difference between GGS estimates and 

population statistics in subsequent five year intervals 

 1975–1979 1980–1984 1985–1989 1990–1994 1995–1999 2000–2004 

Australia – 1.1019 0.6069 0.6981 0.3458 0.3745 

Austria
 

– – – – – – 

Belgium – 0.2028 0.1659 0.5753 0.4546 -0.6016 

Bulgaria – 0.0580 0.1850 0.0676 -0.0145 – 

Estonia -0.0731 0.1498 -0.3210 0.2147 – – 

France – 0.2421 -0.0449 -0.1674 -0.0039 – 

Georgia – – – -1.1827 -1.7041 – 

Germany 0.7909 0.4403 0.3959 -0.7325 -0.2378 – 

Hungary – -0.3008 0.0309 -0.4795 – – 

Italy – – – 0.2997 0.2317 – 

Netherlands (w0)
 

0.8585 1.7272 1.7396 1.2330 1.4224 – 

Netherlands (w1)
 

0.8995 1.6888 1.7553 1.2378 1.4522 – 

Norway – 0.1932 0.7968 0.1261 0.0788 – 

Romania – 0.0821 -0.2834 -0.5071 -0.5336 – 

Russia 0.1960 -0.0491 -0.4125 -0.4909 – – 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors 

A.4.3 Cohort total fertility rate and mean age at childbearing 

The cohort TFR estimated from the GGS was compared to population statistics for all 14 countries 

included in the analysis. Again, the temporal scope of the analysis is limited for Austria, given the 

limited age range in the cross-sectional sample. The results for the cohort TFR generally correspond 

with the conclusions drawn from the cohort nuptiality data. Consistent with the results found for the 

cohort TFFMR, the GGS underestimates the cohort TFR (Table A.9) for women born in the 1930s 

with deviations ranging up to -0.43 children per woman in Bulgaria, -0.46 children per woman in 

Belgium, and -0.59 children per woman in Romania (Figure A.12). Also, in other countries the GGS 

substantially underestimates the cohort TFR for cohorts born up to the 1940s (Russia, Figure A.13) or 

even the 1950s (Germany and Hungary). In Bulgaria, Georgia, and Italy deviations are generally 

below -0.40 children per woman. It should be noted, however, that the underestimation of cohort 

fertility rates does not occur in all countries. In France the GGS estimates seem to reflect fertility 

patterns accurately for cohorts during the 1930s, while underestimations are found for cohorts born at 

the end of the 1940s and the beginning of the 1950s. In Australia (Figure A.10), Estonia, the 

Netherlands (Figure A.11), and Norway, the cohort TFRs estimated from the GGS are found to be 

fairly accurate across the whole range of cohorts considered. Table A.8 shows the correlations 

between GGS-based cohort TFRs and population statistics. In most countries the GGS series reflect 

the trends emerging from population statistics. For Belgium, Bulgaria, Estonia, Russia, and Romania 

similar conclusions can only be drawn for later cohorts (e.g., after 1945). 

Population statistics on the cohort MAC are available for Australia, Belgium, Bulgaria, Estonia, 

France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Romania, and Russia. No results can be 

presented for Austria and Georgia. For Bulgaria, Estonia, France, Hungary, Norway, Romania, and 

Russia, the GGS estimates of the cohort MAC do not deviate substantially from population statistics 

(Table A.10). For Belgium and Germany the GGS estimates overestimate the cohort MAC up to 1 

year for the birth cohorts between 1945–1950 and 1945–1955. In Australia and the Netherlands the 

GGS overestimate mean ages at childbearing for all cohorts considered. In Australia the deviation 

between both series ranges up to 3 years in specific years, whereas deviations are generally smaller in 
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the Netherlands, with deviations generally being limited to 1 year. In Italy the GGS substantially 

underestimates the cohort MAC for cohorts born in the 1940s. In sum, the GGS estimates provide a 

better approximation of long-term trends in the cohort MAC than is the case for the cohort TFR. As a 

result, for most countries significant positive correlations are found between GGS estimates of the 

cohort MAC and population statistics (Table A.8). This is not the case, however, for the entire range 

of cohorts in Estonia, Italy, and Russia. In these countries, positive and significant correlations only 

emerge for cohorts born after 1945, indicating that the GGS more accurately reflect trends in the 

cohort MAC for the more recent birth cohorts. 

Figure A.10: Cohort total fertility rate, Australia, 1925–1965 

 
Source: Generations & Gender Survey Australia (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Figure A.11: Cohort total fertility rate, Netherlands, 1925–1965 

 
Source: Generations & Gender Survey Netherlands (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 
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Figure A.12: Cohort total fertility rate, Romania, 1926–1965 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Romania (Wave 1), Calculations by authors.  

Figure A.13: Cohort total fertility rate, Russia, 1925–1965 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Russia (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 
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Table A.8: Cohort TFR & Cohort MAC: mean difference, and standard deviation of difference and 

zero-order correlation between GGS estimates and population statistics 

Country Cohorts Cohort TFR Cohort MAC 

  Correlation Mean Diff. 

St. Dev. 

Diff. Correlation 

Mean 

Diff. 

St. Dev. 

Diff. 

Australia 1930–1957 0.759** 0.004 0.258 0.393** 1.277 0.914 

Austria
 

– – – – – – – 

Belgium 1930–1960 0.106 -0.227 0.286 0.689** 0.497 0.596 

Bulgaria 1930–1954 -0.307 -0.340 0.136 0.667** 0.458 0.479 

Estonia 1944–1955 0.227 0.038 0.117 -0.072 0.489 0.491 

France 1930–1955 0.808** -0.106 0.217 0.667** 0.008 0.473 

Georgia 1935–1953 0.480* -0.250 0.124 – – – 

Germany 1930–1955 0.600** -0.239 0.182 0.598** 0.484 0.714 

Hungary 1930–1955 -0.100 -0.157 0.110 0.419* 0.029 0.420 

Italy 1939–1953 0.753** -0.196 0.107 0.290 -0.282 0.555 

Netherlands (w0) 1930–1954 0.816** 0.113 0.189 0.783** 0.731 0.579 

Netherlands (w1) 1930–1954 0.819** 0.090 0.191 0.814** 0.668 0.534 

Norway 1930–1958 0.792** -0.088 0.132 0.832** 0.251 0.504 

Romania
1 

1930–19551 0.385 -0.406 0.159 0.812** 0.199 0.446 

Russia 1937–1954 -0.046 -0.073 0.158 0.111 0.200 0.796 

Note: Significance levels: not significant (–), p < .05 (*), p < .01 (**). 
1
 due to limited availability of data from external sources, the data quality assessment of the cohort MAC refers 

to the period 1934−1958. 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Table A.9: Cohort TFR (calculated up to age 49): mean difference between GGS estimates and 

population statistics in subsequent five year birth cohorts 

 1930–1934 1935–1939 1940–1944 1945–1949 1950–1954 1955–1959 

Australia -0.0259 -0.2051 0.3599 -0.0422 -0.0270 – 

Austria
 

– – – – – – 

Belgium -0.4259 -0.4618 -0.2543 -0.2036 -0.0606 0.0111 

Bulgaria -0.4324 -0.3907 -0.3471 -0.2767 -0.2509 – 

Estonia – – – 0.0330 0.0768 – 

France 0.1468 -0.0238 -0.1090 -0.0632 -0.0891 – 

Georgia – -0.3127 -0.2344 -0.2755 – – 

Germany -0.4446 -0.2209 -0.1724 -0.2721 -0.1428 – 

Hungary -0.2553 -0.2485 -0.0849 -0.1290 -0.0797 – 

Italy – – -0.1728 -0.2200 -0.2295 – 

Netherlands (w0)
 

0.0521 0.1281 0.1012 0.2060 0.0781 – 

Netherlands (w1)
 

0.0290 0.1165 0.1020 0.1588 0.0459 – 

Norway -0.0864 -0.1651 -0.1890 -0.0592 -0.0172 – 

Romania -0.5984 -0.3821 -0.4324 -0.3956 -0.3212 – 

Russia – – -0.1582 -0.0012 0.0196 – 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 
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Table A.10: Cohort MAC (calculated up to age 49): mean difference between GGS estimates and 

population statistics in subsequent five year birth-cohorts 

 1930–1934 1935–1939 1940–1944 1945–1949 1950–1954 1955–1959 

Australia 1.1359 1.2771 1.0566 0.8828 – – 

Austria
 

– – – – – – 

Belgium 0.4856 0.3273 0.4750 0.8843 0.3859 0.3865 

Bulgaria 0.6129 0.2964 0.4847 0.6221 0.2717 – 

Estonia – – – 0.3680 0.6088 – 

France -0.1607 -0.0227 0.1258 0.0389 0.0274 – 

Georgia – – – – – – 

Germany 0.1056 0.2455 0.2518 0.9129 0.7283 – 

Hungary 0.0037 -0.3247 0.4168 0.0989 -0.0964 – 

Italy – – -0.7394 -0.2280 0.4742 – 

Netherlands (w0)
 

0.7505 0.6043 0.5188 1.1507 0.6314 – 

Netherlands (w1)
 

0.7016 0.5799 0.5217 0.9406 0.5943 – 

Norway 0.2858 0.1020 0.0259 0.5467 0.0833 0.4468 

Romania – 0.2573 -0.0588 0.2536 0.5243 – 

Russia – – 0.4205 0.0804 0.3021 – 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

A.4.4 Period total fertility rate and mean age at childbearing 

For all countries included in the analysis, population statistics provide time series of the period TFR, 

making it possible to assess the quality of GGS estimates. The results for the GGS-based period TFR 

show that, similar to the results for nuptiality, period indicators for fertility show smaller deviations 

from population statistics than cohort fertility indicators. Consistent with findings regarding cohort 

indicators, which particularly show underestimations of fertility in older cohorts, underestimations of 

the period TFR typically occur in the earliest periods considered. In the late 1970s and the 1980s, 

Bulgaria, Georgia, Estonia, the Netherlands, and Romania show clear underestimations of the period 

TFR (Table A.12). Results for Bulgaria in Figure A.15 and Georgia in Figure A.17 are examples in 

this respect. In more recent periods the GGS tends to overestimate the period TFR in some countries, 

similar to overestimations found for period TFFMR. This overestimation of period fertility indicators 

is particularly noticeable during the 1990s in Georgia and Germany (up to +0.5 children per woman) 

and at the turn of the millennium in Belgium (up to +0.2 children per woman in selected years). 

Countries that do not show substantial periods of under or overestimation of fertility are Australia, 

Belgium, France (Figure A.16), Hungary, Italy, Norway, and Russia. Also, the period TFR drawn 

from the Austrian GGS data (Figure A.14) shows no substantial deviations, notwithstanding the 

limited time scope of the analysis. 
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Figure A.14: Period total fertility rate, Austria, 1988–2005 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Austria (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Figure A.15: Period total fertility rate, Bulgaria, 1970–2001 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Bulgaria (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Figure A.16: Period total fertility rate, France, 1970–2005 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey France (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 
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Figure A.17: Period total fertility rate, Georgia, 1970–2005 

 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey Georgia (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Table A.11: Period TFR & Period MAC: mean difference, standard deviation of difference and zero-

order correlation between GGS estimates and population statistics 

Country Periods Period TFR Period MAC 

  Correlation 

Mean of 

differ. 

S.D. of 

differ. Correlation 

Mean of 

differ. 

S.D. of 

differ. 

Australia 1970–2005 0.808** 0.053 0.205 0.668** 0.504 1.293 

Austria
1 

1988–2005 0.748** -0.061 0.076 0.453– 0.469 0.312 

Belgium 1978–2005 0.699** 0.048 0.128 0.923** 0.312 0.375 

Bulgaria 1977–2001 0.851** -0.091 0.203 0.451* 0.370 0.459 

Estonia 1974–1998 0.940** -0.198 0.124 0.517** 0.324 0.418 

France 1976–2002 0.365– -0.025 0.134 0.925** 0.036 0.457 

Georgia 1976–2003 0.555** 0.051 0.330 0.519** -0.188 0.524 

Germany 1975–2002 0.040– 0.130 0.191 0.841** 0.032 0.512 

Hungary 1976–1998 0.897** -0.007 0.102 0.934** 0.016 0.265 

Italy 1989–2000 0.087– -0.013 0.085 0.847** 0.338 0.360 

Netherlands (w0) 1973–2000 0.229– 0.188 0.197 0.923** 0.605 0.439 

Netherlands (w1) 1973–2000 0.244– 0.132 0.183 0.937** 0.590 0.419 

Norway 1977–2003 0.622** 0.018 0.135 0.951** 0.080 0.309 

Romania 1976–2002 0.891** -0.118 0.271 0.621** 0.125 0.405 

Russia 1974–2001 0.946** 0.045 0.130 0.863** -0.149 0.425 

Note: Significance levels: not significant (–), p < .05 (*), p < .01 (**). 
1
 for Austria rates between the ages 15 and 25 based on the GGS are compared to rates from vital statistics for 

the same age range. 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 
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Table A.12: Period TFR (calculated up to age 49): mean difference between GGS estimates and 

population statistics in subsequent five year intervals 

 1975–1979 1980–1984 1985–1989 1990–1994 1995–1999 2000–2004 

Australia 0.0234 0.0446 0.2019 0.0954 0.0621 0.0030 

Austria
1 

– – – -0.0065 -0.0634 -0.0063 

Belgium – -0.0437 0.0211 0.0830 -0.0430 0.1324 

Bulgaria – -0.2242 -0.1100 0.0630 0.0568 – 

Estonia -0.2756 -0.1240 -0.1942 -0.1671 – – 

France – 0.0327 -0.0213 0.1212 -0.0425 – 

Georgia – -0.2095 -0.0328 0.4876 0.2655 – 

Germany -0.1458 0.0443 0.2553 0.1647 0.1833 – 

Hungary – -0.0311 0.0037 0.0467 – – 

Italy – – – 0.0384 -0.0643 – 

Netherlands (w0)
 

-0.1105 -0.2246 -0.2189 -0.2824 -0.1618 – 

Netherlands (w1)
 

-0.0797 -0.1540 -0.1615 -0.2385 -0.0871 – 

Norway – -0.0126 0.0879 0.1094 -0.0036 – 

Romania – -0.3406 -0.1310 0.0293 0.1350 – 

Russia -0.0798 0.1775 0.0542 0.0536 -0.0235 – 

Note: 
1 
for Austria rates between the ages 15 and 24 based on the GGS are compared to rates from vital statistics 

for the same age range. 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

Table A.13: Period MAC (calculated up to age 49): mean difference between GGS estimates and 

population statistics in subsequent five year intervals 

 1975–1979 1980–1984 1985–1989 1990–1994 1995–1999 2000–2004 

Australia 1.6137 1.5046 0.2554 -0.0266 -0.4580 -0.6986 

Austria
1 

– – – 0.7176 0.9278 0.6982 

Belgium – 0.4980 0.2353 0.3709 0.3871 0.0003 

Bulgaria – 0.5851 0.5485 0.3736 0.0014 – 

Estonia 0.3782 -0.0908 0.3976 0.4916 – – 

France – -0.0153 0.1810 -0.0308 -0.2120 – 

Georgia – 0.3315 -0.1792 -0.5461 -0.3904 – 

Germany 0.4178 0.1842 -0.1130 -0.0129 -0.0873 – 

Hungary – -0.2258 0.0893 0.0114 – – 

Italy – – – -0.2588 -0.1964 – 

Netherlands (w0)
 

-0.5917 -0.6555 -0.4624 -0.8315 -0.3998 – 

Netherlands (w1)
 

-0.5204 -0.5844 -0.4355 -0.8917 -0.4479 – 

Norway – -0.0412 0.1800 0.3316 -0.0901 – 

Romania – 0.1750 0.2740 0.0949 0.0216 – 

Russia 0.1920 -0.0699 -0.2789 -0.2611 -0.3839 – 

Note: 
1 
for Austria rates between the ages 15 and 24 based on the GGS are compared to rates from vital statistics 

for the same age range. 

Source: Generations & Gender Survey (Wave 1), Calculations by authors. 

The GGS-based period MAC seems to accurately reflect actual levels and trends registered in vital 

statistics (deviations <0,50 years) in the case of Belgium, Estonia, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, 

Norway, and Romania (Table A.13). Period MACs are overestimated in Australia between 1975 and 

1985, with the strongest deviations up to 1.5 years occurring in the 1970s. In Austria and the 
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Netherlands the GGS overestimates mean ages up to 1 year in almost all periods considered. Besides 

overestimations in period MAC, we also find substantive underestimations of the mean age at 

childbearing. In addition to overestimations in 1970–1985, the Australian GGS shows 

underestimations between 1995 and 2005, with a deviation ranging up to 2 years in 2005. In Georgia 

and Russia respectively, underestimations ranging up to 1 year after 1990 and up to 0.5 year after 1995 

are found. Nevertheless, the significant positive correlations in Table A.11 between GGS-based period 

TFRs and population statistics indicate that – similar to conclusions drawn for the period MAFFM – 

the period mean age at childbearing estimated from the GGS closely approximates trends emerging 

from population statistics. 

A.5 Discussion and conclusion 

The aim of this chapter is to document the joint effect of various potential sources of survey error on 

the quality of retrospective data on first marriage and fertility included in the first wave of the GGS. 

To this end, period and cohort indicators estimated retrospectively from the GGS were compared to 

population statistics. 

A.5.1 Main findings 

The results for cohort and period indicators show considerable variation, both between countries and 

over subsequent periods/cohorts within countries. The detailed country-specific results included in the 

appendix may therefore help researchers to decide on the appropriate observation period (calendar 

time/birth cohorts) to be included in their analysis for each country. By and large, our results suggest 

that GGS fertility and nuptiality data appear to be fairly accurate from the 1970s onwards – consistent 

with the design of the GGP – for the period measures in Australia, Austria, Belgium, Estonia, Georgia, 

Germany, Italy, Norway, and Romania. Other countries (Bulgaria, France, Hungary, the Netherlands, 

and Russia) show close approximations of period measures beginning from the late 1970s or even the 

early 1980s. For the latter group it may be advisable to limit the scope of the analysis to years after 

1975, or even 1980. Concerning cohort indicators, Australia, Austria, and Estonia show accurate 

approximations of vital statistics when these are available. For other countries, GGS-based cohort 

indicators provide an accurate account of demographic trends for cohorts born after 1945 (Belgium 

and Norway), 1950 (Hungarian fertility), or even 1955–1960 (Germany). For some countries 

(Bulgarian, French, and Dutch nuptiality, and Georgian, Italian, and Romanian fertility) cohort 

indicators estimated retrospectively from the GGS show substantial underestimations for all cohorts, 

suggesting that in these cases caution is required when using the GGS for analyses of cohort first-

marriage and fertility patterns. 

A.5.2 Potential sources of survey error in GGS Wave 1 

Deviations between GGS estimates and population statistics may result from various sources of survey 

error. First, selectivity in surveys depends on the representativeness of the sampling frame, the actual 

sampling procedure, and the amount of unit nonresponse. Given that most countries implemented 

probability sampling in line with the survey design guidelines, we expect this to be a limited source of 

survey error in the case of the GGS, except in a limited number of countries where random route 

procedures were used. However, retrospective collection of partnership and fertility histories relies on 

survivors in the birth cohorts considered. To the extent that mortality, emigration, and 

institutionalization have disproportionately affected subgroups with specific nuptiality and fertility 

patterns, this may also affect GGS estimates. Underestimation of fertility in older cohorts may, for 

instance, be related to mortality patterns of multiparous women. A more detailed understanding of the 
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determinants of these deviations may be gained from assessing the quality of order-specific fertility 

data. A comparison between GGS-based order-specific rates and population statistics would make it 

possible to verify whether specific groups of women are under or overrepresented (e.g., childless 

women). The GGS sample sizes nevertheless preclude the estimation of stable order-specific time 

series, and fertility rates for higher-order births in particular are expected to show erratic patterns due 

to small numbers. Apart from sampling procedures and coverage error, unit nonresponse determines 

whether sampled individuals are effectively included in the survey. Hence, unit nonresponse – which 

has been found to vary in terms of various socio-demographic characteristics – may be an important 

factor driving the found under and overestimations of demographic indicators. Previous research has 

provided substantial evidence of the relative underrepresentation in surveys of childless women or 

women who have older children (Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; 2011). Because mothers (and particularly 

mothers of young children) are more likely to stay at home, they are more easily contacted by 

interviewers (Groves et al. 2009). In addition, people with young children are frequently more easily 

motivated to participate in surveys, particularly family surveys. Where available, a detailed analysis of 

unit nonresponse and final disposition codes in terms of relevant characteristics in the sampling frame 

may make it possible to improve the quality of GGS estimates through post-stratification in terms of 

these characteristics. Fokkema and colleagues (see this special volume) perform an evaluation of the 

representativeness of the GGS data with respect to age, gender, region, household size, marital status, 

and educational attainment. Apart from respondent selection issues, survey error in partnership and 

fertility histories may result from item nonresponse, questionnaire design, and reporting error. To the 

degree that item nonresponse for the questions on partnership and fertility histories is related to 

nuptiality and childbearing behavior, this may affect GGS estimates. As a result, analyses and 

identification of item nonresponse in partnership and fertility histories may provide a feasible strategy 

to further improve the quality of GGS estimates. Research suggests that the design of the GGS 

questionnaire was very demanding for both respondents and interviewers due to its complex structure 

and routings (Beaujouan 2013). Children who have left the parental home are assumed to be 

underreported as a consequence of the complex nature of surveying non-residential children 

(Ruckdeschel et al. in this special volume). Similarly, fertility histories are questioned in two blocks, 

separated by questions on social and educational background, dwelling unit, and the organisation of 

childcare in the household (Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). The impact 

of questionnaire design is expected to be larger in the case of pencil-and-paper personal interviewing 

(PAPI), phone interviews, and self-administered paper questionnaires (SAPQ), which have been used 

in some countries (see Fokkema et al. in this volume). We expect that the complexity of the 

questionnaire has predominantly affected the quality of partnership and fertility histories in older 

cohorts (Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; Ní Bhrolcháin, Beaujouan, and Murphy 2011), which is consistent 

with the underestimation of first marriage intensities and fertility found for older cohorts in this study. 

Given that reporting histories may be demanding on respondents, some authors have recommended the 

use of tools such as event-history calendars, which have been found easier for the respondent 

compared to lists of questions (Belli 1998; Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012). Finally, 

retrospective data quality is affected by recall errors concerning dates of births and first marriages 

(Peters 1988; Belli 1998; Blossfeld and Rohwer 2002; Murphy 2009). Although a marriage or birth 

entails high emotional involvement, such problems have been detected concerning landmark type of 

events (Murphy 2009; Kreyenfeld et al. 2010; Ní Bhrolcháin, Beaujouan, and Murphy 2011). Recall 

problems such as memory loss and telescoping may have contributed to the underestimation of fertility 

and first-marriage intensities in older cohorts and earlier periods. With respect to partnership histories, 

current marriages may have been reported more adequately than first marriages. Similarly, children 

born within a current marriage or partnership may have been reported more accurately than births 

stemming from former partnerships (Juby and Le Bourdais 1999). In this respect the lack of control 
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questions on current marital status and parity is an important shortcoming of the GGS Wave 1 

questionnaire. The lack of such controls makes it difficult to detect and remove inconsistent maternal 

and marital histories from the GGS data. Further control questions (e.g., “Do you really have no 

children?”) have been found to successfully limit inconsistent reporting of histories for GGS data in 

Austria, France, and the Netherlands (Sauer, Ruckdeschel, and Naderi 2012).  

A.5.3 Challenges for future research 

In summary, we conclude that longitudinal micro-data in the GGS provide a useful research 

infrastructure to gauge the effects of individual and contextual factors on (changing) demographic 

behavior, provided that careful consideration is given to the periods or cohorts included in the 

analysis. Documenting bias draws researchers’ attention to period/cohorts and events for which the 

quality of demographic indicators is poorer, but at the same time it only constitutes a first step in 

improving the quality of demographic indicators from the GGS. Cases where the GGS overestimates 

population statistics of first marriage and fertility – predominantly in younger cohorts – are likely to 

result from topic salience among respondents who have already married or started family formation, 

while unmarried and/or childless respondents may have been harder to reach or difficult to persuade to 

participate in a survey such as the GGS. Underestimation of population statistics – the more common 

problem and frequently found in the older birth cohorts – may result from both selective survival 

and/or unit response among unmarried and childless women, or from higher item nonresponse for 

questions concerning partnership histories and fertility. The latter problem in particular may be 

addressed by detailed analysis of nonresponse patterns, as identification and omission of nonresponse 

may considerably improve the quality of demographic indicators for older birth cohorts and earlier 

periods. At the same time, we stress that this chapter has only considered first marriage and fertility: it 

is unclear whether similar conclusions can be drawn for union formation (e.g., unmarried cohabitation) 

and non-marital fertility, since literature shows additional sources of bias for these processes such as 

particular forms of social desirability related to the social acceptance and the changing prevalence of 

cohabitation and non-marital childbirth. This may introduce additional bias by birth cohort for these 

indicators, and may warrant additional analyses of data quality for indicators concerning these 

behaviors (Hayford and Morgan 2008).  
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Summary in Dutch 

Nederlandse samenvatting 

Vandaag maken jonge volwassenen op vlak van familietransities heel verschillende beslissingen 

vergeleken met de geboortecohorten die hen voor gingen. Sinds de vroege jaren ’70 zijn de 

gezinsvormingspatronen in westerse landen sterk gewijzigd. Ten eerste zijn koppels op een steeds 

hogere leeftijd gaan samenwonen. Daarnaast wordt de stap naar huwelijk nog sterker uitgesteld en bij 

steeds meer koppels zelfs niet gemaakt. Ongehuwd samenwonen heeft de positie van het huwelijk 

vervangen als het dominante huishoudenstype na een periode als single te hebben gewoond of meteen 

na het verlaten van het ouderlijk huis. Ook de sterke verbintenis tussen het huwelijk en ouderschap is 

verzwakt. Huwelijk heeft niet langer het monopolie op seksualiteit en ouderschap. Dit wordt 

aangetoond door het stijgende percentage aan kinderen dat buiten een huwelijkscontext geboren wordt. 

Tot slot zien we ook dat huishoudens steeds minder stabiel worden. Samenwondende koppels, al dan 

niet gehuwd, vertonen een steeds groter risico om uit elkaar te gaan. Samenvattend kunnen we stellen 

dat naast het uitstellen van verschillende transities, ongehuwde personen meer en meer gedragingen 

vertonen die historisch gezien aan gehuwde personen zouden worden toegeschreven: het hebben van 

stabiele seksuele relaties, het krijgen en opvoeden van kinderen, het materieel en emotioneel 

investeren in een eigen gezin, enz. Volgens geschiedkundigen schuilt de uniciteit van de hedendaagse 

familietrends vooral in de brede waaier aan alternatieven voor het huwelijk die vandaag beschikbaar 

en algemeen geaccepteerd zijn. Deze trends staan in sterk contrast met de naoorlogse periode 1950-

1970 waarin het huwelijk een centrale plaats in het familieleven bekleedde. In deze periode huwden 

koppels op relatief jonge leeftijd, net zoals deze koppels op vroegere leeftijd kinderen kregen, en 

waren vormen van ongehuwd samenwonen veel beperkter verspreid. De hoogdagen van het huwelijk 

in de naoorlogse decennia ging gepaard met een sterke arbeidsverdeling tussen man en vrouw binnen 

het gezin. Terwijl mannen doorgaans actief waren op de arbeidsmarkt, stond de vrouw hoofdzakelijk 

in voor de taken binnen het huishouden en de zorg voor de kinderen. In midden en centraal Europa 

zien we gelijkaardige tendensen op vlak van familiegedragingen en demografie. Deze kwamen echter 

pas later op gang en zijn in de recente cijfers dus ook beperkter zichtbaar. Vooral in de jaren ’90, na de 

val van het communisme in de regio, zien we de start van een uitstel van huwelijk en ouderschap, een 

stijgende populariteit van ongehuwd samenwonen en een groter aandeel van buitenechtelijke kinderen 

in het geboorteaantal. 

Doel van het onderzoek 

Dit proefschrift heeft als voornaamste doel een bijdrage te leveren aan de verklaringen die worden 

gebruikt voor deze recente veranderingen in gezinsvormingspatronen. De theoretische beschouwingen 

die een grote invloed hebben gehad in de literatuur stoelen voornamelijk op culturele theorie. In dit 

verband wordt vooral gerefereerd aan het theoretisch luik van de ‘Tweede Demografische Transitie’ 

(TDT). Hierin worden veranderende gezins- en vruchtbaarheidspatronen toegeschreven aan de 

opkomst van post-materiële waarden zoals autonomie en zelfrealisatie. Sterke en traditionele 

autoriteitsvormen van kerk, staat en familie worden in toenemende mate afgewezen en onderworpen 

aan zelfbeschikking en individualisme. Op basis van dit idee wordt bijvoorbeeld verwacht dat het 

huwelijksinstituut in groeiende mate wordt afgewezen en als gedateerd aanzien wordt. De auteurs die 

de theoretische inzichten rond de TDT verzamelden wijzen op het belang van welvaartsontwikkeling 

en onderwijsexpansie voor de opgang van deze post-materiële waarden. Het is pas wanneer een 

samenleving zich niet langer exclusief moet engageren in het voorzien van materiële 

noodzakelijkheden, dat er ruimte geschept wordt voor het voorzien in post-materiële verzuchtingen. 
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Samenlevingen niet langer uitsluitend gericht op ‘overleven’ besteden in deze conditie meer aandacht 

aan expressieve en existentiële kwesties. Eén van de belangrijkste kritieken op deze verklaring van 

veranderende gezinsvormen en vruchtbaarheid is het ontbreken van een rol voor economische variatie 

(laagconjunctuur in het bijzonder). Hoewel initieel het meeste onderzoek dat economische cycli en 

sociale achterstelling relateert aan gezinsvorming zich concentreerde op de Verenigde Staten, hebben 

recente soortgelijke studies zich ook op Europese landen gericht. De vraagstelling in deze thesis 

verwijst sterk naar laatstgenoemde publicaties. Het proefschrift behandelt volgende centrale 

onderzoeksvraag: “Hoe relateren individuele en geaggregeerde economische condities aan 

gezinsvorming en vruchtbaarheid in Europa?”. We onderzoeken hierbij hoe economische context 

samenhangt met gezinsvorming in verschillende West-Europese landen (hoofdstuk 2). Vervolgens 

bekijken we hoe de relaties tussen tewerkstelling en economische context enerzijds en gezinsvorming 

anderzijds verschillen naar opleidingsniveau en geslacht (hoofdstuk 3). In hoofdstuk 4 gaan we na hoe 

huwelijksintenties bij verschillende stadia van gezinsvorming zich verhouden tot opleidingsniveau. 

Tot slot documenteert hoofdstuk 5 hoe het tijdstip van samenwonen en huwen en de groeiende keuze 

voor alternatieve huishoudenstypes relateren aan vruchtbaarheidstrends. 

Opbouw en voornaamste bevindingen van het proefschrift 

Hoofdstuk 1 is een inleidend hoofdstuk, waarin een historische kadering wordt voorzien en een 

(empirisch) overzicht wordt gegeven van ontwikkelingen op het gebied van gezinsvormingspatronen 

in Europa. Aansluitend worden verschillende verklaringstheorieën en aanverwante inzichten 

geïntroduceerd. Hieruit worden de doelstellingen en vier onderzoeksvragen van dit proefschrift 

gedistilleerd. Deze worden vervolgens behandeld in vier empirische hoofdstukken die hieronder kort 

worden samengevat. 

In het tweede hoofdstuk staat de onderzoeksvraag “Wat is de rol van economische context ten 

aanzien van timing en type van eerste gezinsvorming in West- Europese landen?” centraal. Slechts een 

beperkt aantal Europese studies hebben de associatie tussen economische condities op het macro-

niveau en transities naar samenwoonvormen bekeken. Dit hoofdstuk is vernieuwend in het opzicht dat 

het niet enkel de uitsteleffecten van economische tegenspoed op transities bestudeert, maar ook de 

relatie met het type samenwoonvorm in rekening brengt. De analyse maakt gebruik van de 

Harmonized Histories data-infrastructuur voor vijf landen (België, Frankrijk, Nederland, Noorwegen 

en het Verenigd Koninkrijk) en bestudeert gezinsvorming tussen 1970 en 2004. Het eerste deel van de 

analyse observeert aan de hand van multilevel discrete-time event history models de transitie naar 

eerste samenwoonst (ongeacht of dit huwelijk is of niet). Het tweede deel bekijkt in welke mate 

economische context sterker samenhangt met huwelijk dan wel ongehuwd samenwonen als eerste 

samenleefvorm van koppels, met behulp van logistische regressie. 

Op basis van de literatuur verwachten we dat koppels beslissen om samenwonen of huwen uit te 

stellen in tijden van economische laagconjunctuur. Economische tegenspoed impliceert een groter 

aantal werklozen en tewerkgestelden met een onzeker arbeidscontract. Verder tonen studies aan dat 

ook tewerkgestelden, ongeacht hun type contract, hun arbeidsmarktperspectieven onzekerder 

inschatten. Tegelijk zien we dat jongeren die net op de arbeidsmarkt invloeien in een hogere mate 

gevoelig zijn voor economische conjunctuur. De resultaten van het eerste deel van de analyse 

bevestigen de negatieve relatie tussen economische tegenspoed en gezinsvorming bij mannen voor 

België, Frankrijk en Noorwegen. Een verrassend resultaat is dat er geen sterke relatie wordt gevonden 

voor het Verenigd Koninkrijk. Dit land wordt nochtans gekenmerkt door beperkte sociale 

voorzieningen en werkloosheidsuitkeringen. Noorwegen, daarentegen, vertoont zeer sterke 

uitsteleffecten. Ook observeren we in de meeste landen sterkere uitsteleffecten bij jongere singles in 

vergelijking met oudere singles. Wat het tweede deel van de analyse betreft, het deel dat de variërende 

relatie tussen economische context en type samenleefvorm onderzoekt, verwachten we sterkere 
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negatieve effecten op huwelijk in vergelijking met ongehuwd samenwonen. De transitie naar huwelijk 

is doorgaans veeleisend op vlak van materiële en financiële voorwaarden. Ongehuwd samenwonen is 

meer compatibel met onzekerheden en biedt het voordeel dat koppels kosten en vermogen makkelijk 

kunnen delen zonder lange-termijn verplichtingen aan te gaan. De resultaten tonen dat in landen waar 

ongehuwd samenwonen vroeger verspreid werd (bv. Frankrijk en Noorwegen) economische 

tegenspoed sterkere negatieve effecten heeft op huwelijk. Dit wijst er op dat tijdens de recessies van de 

jaren ’80 en begin jaren ’90 in deze landen de keuze voor ongehuwd samen te wonen mogelijk 

makkelijker geaccepteerd werd en meer evident was in tijden van laagconjunctuur. 

Naast de effecten van economische context observeren we in de analyse sterke en onverklaarde 

periode effecten. Dit suggereert sterke uitsteleffecten en een dalende trend van huwelijk als eerste 

samenleefvorm ongeacht economische context. De relatie met economische context is met andere 

woorden supplementair ten aanzien van andere (mogelijk culturele) factoren. 

Het derde hoofdstuk bouwt verder op het tweede hoofdstuk in de zin dat het de heterogeniteit 

onderzoekt in de relatie tussen gezinsvorming en economische context. Dit hoofdstuk bestudeert de 

onderzoeksvraag “In welke mate variëren de relaties tussen economische condities op het individuele - 

en macro-niveau enerzijds en gezinsvorming anderzijds naar opleidingsniveau en geslacht?”. Terwijl 

onderzoek naar procyclisch vruchtbaarheidsgedrag al bewijs heeft verzameld voor 

opleidingsverschillen, is dit vernieuwend voor onderzoek naar andere gezinsvormingstransities. De 

analyse is toegespitst op informatie van de Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) voor Frankrijk. Aan 

de hand van multilevel discrete-time event history models wordt de transitie naar eerste samenwoonst 

(ongeacht of dit huwelijk of ongehuwd samenwonen is) bij Franse mannen en vrouwen onderzocht 

tussen 1993 en 2008. 

De hypothese van het hoofdstuk stelt dat mannen en vrouwen met verschillende 

opleidingsniveaus uiteenlopende beslissingen nemen op vlak van gezinsvorming gedurende 

economische laagconjunctuur of werkloosheid. Dit is een gevolg van een verschil in 

tewerkstellingskansen en strategieën en ambities op het gebied van professionele carrières. De 

analyses suggereren een sterker effect van tewerkstelling bij mannen in vergelijking met vrouwen. 

Werkende mannen hebben veruit de hoogste kans om te gaan samenwonen. Bij vrouwen zien we dat 

de niet actieven een grotere kans hebben dan werkende vrouwen, werklozen hebben een gelijkaardige 

kans. Dit resultaat impliceert dat in Frankrijk het mannelijk kostwinnersmodel nog dominant is. In dit 

model wordt het als een voordeel beschouwd dat vrouwen niet actief zijn op de arbeidsmarkt. De 

opleidingsverschillen suggereren echter dat dit enkel zo is voor niet-tertiair geschoolde vrouwen. Bij 

hoger opgeleide vrouwen lijkt werkloosheid nadelig voor de verdere carrière en dus een teken dat men 

nog niet klaar is voor transities op andere vlakken. Tegelijk kan het zijn dat deze vrouwen meer belang 

hechten aan een rol op de arbeidsmarkt in vergelijking met niet hooggeschoolde vrouwen. Zij mikken 

op een tweeverdienersmodel eerder dan het mannelijk kostwinnersmodel door hun hoger 

inkomenspotentieel. Over het algemeen lijkt het hebben van een job een minder noodzakelijke 

voorwaarde voor lager geschoolde individuen om te gaan samenwonen. Deze groep ziet het 

samenwonen mogelijk als een mediërende factor voor een nadelige arbeidsmarktpositie. Met 

betrekking tot het effect van macro-economische conjunctuur zien we vooral uitsteleffecten optreden 

bij hoogopgeleide mannen. Hier kunnen gelijkaardige verklaringen aan gegeven worden. 

Arbeidsmarktperspectieven zijn bij lager opgeleide mannen a priori minder rooskleurig, waardoor 

economische conjunctuur een minder sterke invloed heeft op gezinsvorming voor deze groep. 

Eenzelfde verklaring geldt voor het afwezige effect bij vrouwen. Aangezien vrouwen sowieso lagere 

tewerkstellingskansen hebben, is de variatie in context mogelijk van minder belang. 

Het vierde hoofdstuk onderzoekt de relatie naar opleidingsniveau en huwelijksintenties. De 

onderzoeksvraag luidt “Wat zijn de opleidingsverschillen in huwelijksintenties bij samenwonenden 

voor, tijdens en na het gezinsuitbreidingsproces (m.a.w. het krijgen van kinderen)? Variëren deze 



NEDERLANDSE SAMENVATTING 

 
 

192 

opleidingsverschillen naar Europese regio (met name tussen West-Europa en Centraal en Oost-

Europa)?”. Voor zeven landen (Bulgarije, Frankrijk, Georgië, Duitsland, Nederland, Noorwegen en 

Rusland) worden op basis van een transversaal onderzoeksopzet huwelijks- en 

vruchtbaarheidsintenties (intenties gelden voor de termijn van de eerstvolgende drie jaar na het 

interview) tegelijk geanalyseerd voor samenwoners met verschillende pariteiten. Dit gebeurt op basis 

van logistische regressie en data van de GGS. Vier verschillende intentiegroepen worden gevormd 

voor samenwonende respondenten tussen 20 en 34 jaar: i) samenwoners die geen enkele intentie tot 

transities hebben, ii) samenwoners die de intentie hebben om te huwen maar niet om kinderen te 

krijgen, iii) samenwoners die de intentie hebben om een kind te krijgen maar niet geneigd zijn te 

huwen en iv) samenwoners die zowel de intentie hebben om te huwen als kinderen te krijgen. 

Op basis van de theorie rond de Tweede Demografische Transitie (TDT) verwachten we een 

negatieve opleidingsgradiënt in huwelijksintenties bij samenwoners. In de theorie wordt opleiding als 

een sleutelmechanisme voor de verspreiding van post-materiële waarden gezien. Het is de 

hoogopgeleide groep die traditionele familienormen het eerst afwijst en meer open staat voor 

alternatieve samenleefvormen. Ook het krijgen van buitenhuwelijkse kinderen wordt meer 

toegeschreven aan deze groep. De hypothese stelt dus dat hoogopgeleide samenwoners minder de 

intentie hebben om te huwen en meer frequent langdurig ongehuwd blijven samenwonen. Een tweede 

stroming in de literatuur kijkt naar sociale achterstelling als bepalende factor voor het hebben van 

huwelijksintenties. Auteurs benadrukken hier vooral dat groepen uit een lagere sociale klasse huwelijk 

als iets onbereikbaar zien vanwege hun ontoereikende financiële middelen en de materiële standaarden 

die aan het huwelijk zijn verbonden. Vanuit dit opzicht verwachten we een positieve 

opleidingsgradiënt in huwelijksintenties. Het zijn voornamelijk samenwoners met een hoger 

onderwijsniveau die zich een huwelijk kunnen veroorloven. Deze positieve gradiënt wordt vooral 

verwacht voor centraal en oost Europees gelegen landen. In deze regio zijn nieuwe gezinsvormen 

vooral opgekomen na de val van het communisme. Deze periode wordt voornamelijk gekenmerkt door 

pijnlijke institutionele en economische hervormingen waardoor heel wat landen in een diepe 

economische crisis belandden. Eén van de gevolgen was een sterke toename in armoede en sociale 

uitsluiting. Voor vele mensen met geringe middelen, lagere diploma’s en beperkte vooruitzichten was 

huwelijk niet langer mogelijk en werd ongehuwd samenwonen de enige haalbare kaart. Een laatste 

hypothese stelt dat het ene of het andere verspreidingspatroon (hetzij TDT, hetzij sociale 

achterstelling) niet langer dominant is en dat langdurig ongehuwd samenwonen en het krijgen van 

buitenechtelijke kinderen gangbaar geworden is voor alle opleidingsniveaus. 

Onze bevindingen tonen aan dat opleidingsverschillen beperkt zijn voor samenwoners zonder 

intenties om kinderen te krijgen. Samenwonen buiten de context van gezinsuitbreiding lijkt dus (niet 

langer) verbonden te zijn met een bepaalde sociaaleconomische positie. Dit resultaat geldt voor de 

West- en Oost-Europese landen in de analyse. Individuele overwegingen in de relatie met de partner, 

zoals tevredenheid over de relatie, blijken daarentegen sterk te zijn verweven met huwelijksintenties in 

dit geval. Samenwoners met de intentie om kinderen te krijgen vertonen verder een sterk positieve 

opleidingsgradiënt in huwelijksintenties in de Centraal en Oost-Europese landen. Het zijn vooral 

samenwoners met een hogere opleiding die de intentie hebben om te huwen wanneer ze 

gezinsuitbreidingen plannen. Dit bevestigt de theorievorming rond sociale achterstelling voor deze 

landen. Ongehuwd samenwonen lijkt voor de lagere sociaaleconomische profielen het alternatief voor 

huwelijk te worden waarin ook het krijgen en opvoeden van kinderen zich voltrekt. Voor West-

Europese landen wordt voor in deze fase geen sterke gradiënt geobserveerd. Hetzelfde geldt, tenslotte, 

voor huwelijksintenties na het afsluiten van gezinsuitbreidingen in beide Europese regio’s. In deze 

fase observeren we geen sterke verschillen in huwelijksintenties naar onderwijsniveau. 
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Het vijfde hoofdstuk bestudeert de rol van gezinsvorming in trends naar eerste geboorte. De 

onderzoeksvraag die hier onderzocht wordt is “In welke mate kunnen veranderende 

gezinsvormingspatronen trends in eerste geboorte verklaren in Europa?”. Aangenomen wordt dat de 

opkomst van complexere gezinsvormingstrajecten en het uitstel van huwelijk geaggregeerde trends in 

eerste geboorte heeft beïnvloed tussen de jaren ’70 en ‘00. De analyse maakt gebruik van de 

Harmonized Histories om voor Hongarije, Noorwegen en het Verenigd Koninkrijk de rol van 

huishoudenstypes te evalueren. Dit gebeurt door verscheidene reeksen Synthetic Parity Progression 

Ratios voor eerste geboorte (SPPR1) te schatten op basis van discrete-event history models. De 

empirische meerwaarde van huishoudenstype wordt gemeten aan de hand van afwijkingen tussen de 

geschatte en geobserveerde reeksen van SPPR1s. 

Volgens de TDT theorie worden zowel gezinsvormings- als vruchtbaarheidspatronen 

geconditioneerd door culturele verschuivingen. Toch is het wetenschappelijk bewijs sterker voor de 

relatie tussen culturele factoren en gezinsvorming in vergelijking met vruchtbaarheidspatronen. Deze 

laatste, net zoals gezinsvormingspatronen (zoals aangetoond in dit proefschrift), worden eerder 

beïnvloed door lengte van schoolcarrières en economische cycli (voornamelijk wat betreft eerste 

geboorte). Toch wordt er gesuggereerd dat vruchtbaarheidspatronen op een indirecte wijze relateren 

aan culturele factoren. Aangezien individuen die tijdelijk lagere vruchtbaarheidsintenties hebben 

mogelijk langer single blijven of eerder kiezen voor ongehuwd samenwonen, verwachten we een 

sterke samenhang tussen eerste geboorte en huishoudenstypes. In een analyse die controleert voor 

opleiding en economische context kan de verklaringskracht van gezinsvorming onderzocht worden. 

Daarnaast moeten ook veranderende geboortekansen in verschillende huishoudenstypes meegenomen 

worden. De kansen om een kind te krijgen in een (ongehuwde) samenwoonrelatie zijn in de jaren ’00 

naar alle waarschijnlijkheid hoger in vergelijking met gelijkaardige geboorterisico’s in de jaren ’70. 

De resultaten suggereren een beperkte verklaringskracht van huishoudenstypes, rekening 

houdend met opleiding en economische context. Enkel voor Noorwegen vinden we dat timing van 

gezinsvorming verband houdt met trends in jaren ’80 en dat een stijging in het ongehuwd samenwonen 

gerelateerd is aan lagere geboortecijfers in de jaren ’90. Voor het Verenigd Koninkrijk zien we dat de 

gemodelleerde reeksen slechts zeer beperkt de geobserveerde trend benaderen. De resultaten voor 

Hongarije tonen vooral een prominente rol van economische context in het verklaren van trends in 

eerste geboorte. Hier blijken de sterk dalende trends vooral geconditioneerd door de institutionele en 

economische veranderingen in de jaren ’90. De veronderstelde samenhang tussen gezinsvorming en 

eerste geboorte lijkt dus beperkt en sterk afhankelijk van de landspecifieke en historische context. 

Hoewel, de kracht van de TDT theorie kan er mogelijk net in bestaan dat scholing en economische 

context aan verklaringskracht hebben toegenomen ten koste van sterke normatieve invloeden wat 

betreft gezinsvorming en vruchtbaarheid. 

Het zesde hoofdstuk voorziet een uitgebreide samenvatting van de resultaten uit dit proefschrift. 

Verder documenteert het de theoretische - en beleidsrelevantie van deze thesis. Daarnaast bespreekt 

het concluderende hoofdstuk de beperkingen van het uitgevoerde onderzoek en presenteert het 

interessante mogelijkheden voor verder onderzoek. Tenslotte voorziet het proefschrift nog een 

bijkomend hoofdstuk (als bijlage) dat voor 15 landen de datakwaliteit van de huwelijks- en 

vruchtbaarheidsgeschiedenissen uit de Generations and Gender Survey bestudeert. Deze analyse is 

noodzakelijk, gegeven dat heel wat analyses uit dit proefschrift afhankelijk zijn van deze data en zijn 

validiteit. 

Conclusie van het proefschrift 

De algemene conclusies van dit proefschrift sluiten zich aan bij recente beschouwingen over de 

veranderingen op het gebied van gezinsvorming en vruchtbaarheid die stellen dat zowel economische 

determinanten als culturele factoren in rekening moeten worden gebracht. Geen van beide bouwstenen 
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lijkt een volledige verklaring te kunnen geven. Terwijl culturele veranderingen, die hand in hand gaan 

met welvaartsontwikkeling, blijken samen te hangen met verschuivingen op langere termijn, wijzen 

verschillende hoofdstukken in dit proefschrift op de supplementaire rol van economische variatie op 

de korte termijn. Een andere belangrijke conclusie, die volgt uit de hoofdstukken die verschillende 

spreidingen van veranderend gezinsvormingsgedrag hebben getest, is het belang van de context waarin 

gezinsvormingen hun opkomst kennen. De diffusie van de TDT zoals die in West-Europa plaatsvond 

is geen blauwdruk voor de opkomst van nieuwe demografische patronen in andere regio’s. Zo lijken 

nieuwe gezinsvormen en veranderende vruchtbaarheidstrends in de oostelijke delen van Europa niet 

hun oorsprong te kennen in een periode van groeiende welvaart en hoogconjunctuur. Integendeel, de 

stijgende populariteit van ongehuwd samenwonen en buitenhuwelijkse gezinsuitbreiding wordt 

geassocieerd met een sterk stijgende sociale ongelijkheid. Het is dus mogelijk dat voornamelijk 

achtergestelde groepen deze gezinsvormen het eerst hebben overgenomen vanuit een economische 

noodzaak, waarmee ze (onbewust) het pad hebben geëffend voor de verspreiding naar andere groepen. 

In deze zin vertoont de Tweede Demografische Transitie verschillende gezichten afhankelijk van de 

tijd en plaats waarin ze zich voor doet. 



 

  



 

 
 

 




