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ABSTRACT 

 

Over the last decades, the transition to adulthood of young Europeans has become increasingly 

long. Nevertheless, the existing literature has not comprehensively examined the timing at 

which events are experienced among recent birth cohorts across European countries; further, 

the composite role played by ascribed characteristics such as parental socio-economic 

background and gender remains understudied. The aim of this dissertation is to analyse 

heterogeneity in the timing of events of the transition to adulthood (i.e., leaving the parental 

home, entering the labour market, forming a co-residential union, becoming parent), with a 

focus on gender differences and on the socio-economic characteristics of individuals, their 

parents, and their partners. The dissertation adopts a longitudinal, comparative, and multilevel 

perspective, and updates the existing literature by including information about young cohorts 

(born after 1980) and about the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. Drawing on the 

most recent retrospective and prospective longitudinal data available in Europe (European 

Social Survey - timing of life module, European Union Statistics on Income and Living 

Conditions, and German Family Panel pairfam), the empirical contributions analyse: (1) the 

association between the parental background and the age at leaving home, and its variation 

across European countries and regions; (2) leaving home trends in Southern Europe during the 

first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, according to individual and parental economic 

characteristics; (3) the transition from a non-residential to a co-residential union in Germany, 

as a function of the economic characteristics of both partners in different-sex relationships; (4) 

the interplay between parental education and gender on the timing of all events of the transition 

to adulthood, in comparative perspective. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Youth is a life stage located between adolescence and adult life. During this life stage, 

individuals generally experience multiple demographic events and consequently play different 

roles: they transition from being students to workers, from being children to partners and, 

eventually, parents, they relocate, and become economically independent. As such, the young 

adult years are ‘demographically dense’ compared to other periods of life (Rindfuss, 1991). The 

process of completing education, entering the labour market, leaving the parental home, 

forming a union, and becoming parent has been defined ‘transition to adulthood’ (Cavalli & 

Galland, 1995; Modell et al., 1976), and is commonly identified with the age range 18-34. 

Successfully achieving certain markers (such as tertiary education or parenthood) is considered 

crucial for a number of outcomes in mid- and later-life, ranging from economic conditions to 

health and wellbeing; when events happen may also bear important consequences for 

individuals as well as for societies. 

 Over the last 20 years, demographic and economic trends characterizing European 

countries profoundly affected young adults. On the one hand, young adults have become less 

numerous in the population. In 2000, people aged 18-34 represented 24% of the European 

population; in 2024, this figure fell at 19% (source: UN World Population Prospects, own 

calculations) and it is projected to decrease even more due to falling fertility rates coupled with 

increased life expectancy. In the long run, the decrease in the young adult population could 

have serious consequences for a number of issues, ranging from future fertility rates to fiscal 

sustainability, public investments in education and in active labour market policies, and 

political representation. On the other hand, young adults have been facing increasing economic 

difficulties over the last decades. The economic downturns caused by globalization, 

deregulation, the Great Recession, and the COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with the proliferation 

of atypical work contracts, worsened young adults’ labour market prospects (Aassve, Cottini, 

et al., 2013; Barbieri, 2009; Mills & Blossfeld, 2005). Despite the massive expansion of higher 

education, economic independence has become out of reach for many young adults who juggle 

studies, precarious jobs, and rising housing costs, at least until later ages than those experienced 

by previous generations. 

Against this background, it is no surprise that the path towards adulthood is being 

reimagined, opening the way for ‘intermediate situations between the dependency of 
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adolescence and the autonomy of the adult’ (Cavalli & Galland, 1995, p. 5) and for ‘a period of 

frequent change and exploration’ (Arnett, 2000, p. 469) that contributed to change partnership 

forms (i.e., living apart together, non-marital cohabitation) as well as patterns of 

intergenerational coresidence. Young adults can live with their parents for longer compared to 

the past, both as a form of intergenerational support in case independence is difficult to achieve 

and after disruptive life events (e.g., job loss, separation). Living alone or with non-family 

members after leaving the parental home has also become increasingly popular among recent 

cohort (Van den Berg & Verbakel, 2021). Marriage has lost its centrality, being one of the many 

possible couple arrangements, and often happens – if it happens at all – after a period nonmarital 

cohabitation (Perelli-Harris et al., 2014; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). Women’s age at first 

child has been constantly delayed, reaching at the European Union level the average age of 29.7 

in 2022 (in 2013 it was 28.8, source: Eurostat). Overall, the transition to adulthood has 

considerably lengthened (Cavalli & Galland, 1995), and has become less standardized, less 

predictable, and less ordered, especially in the sphere of family formation (Brückner & Mayer, 

2005; Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007), thereby challenging the definition provided above. 

The emergence of a new pattern of transitioning to adulthood is however not a recent 

phenomenon; rather, it is the byproduct of demographic, social, and political changes that 

started back in the 1960s and 1970s (Brückner & Mayer, 2005). At the time, family size was 

shrinking, industrialisation boosted economic growth and prosperity, and students’ as well as 

women’s movements promoted the rise of values such as individualization and self-realization. 

Phenomena such as the retreat from marriage and the diffusion of nonmarital cohabitation were 

thus mainly attributed to economic transformations and modernization (Blossfeld et al., 2005; 

Surkyn & Lesthaeghe, 2004). After the welfare cuts and the big economic crises that took place 

in Western countries from the 1990s onwards, American scholars, shortly followed by 

Europeans, shifted their attention from individual preferences and values to the role played by 

inequality (Liefbroer & Zoutewelle-Terovan, 2021a). It was soon recognized that the possibility 

to experiment during youth was a privilege granted to the upper classes of society, while lower 

classes faced a set of structural constraints that forced them to become adults much more 

quickly (Settersten & Ray, 2010). Depending on their social background, young adults are thus 

differently equipped to navigate this phase of life, with consequences for demographic events 

such as living independently from one’s parents or forming a co-residential union with a partner 

(Billari et al., 2019; Liefbroer & Zoutewelle-Terovan, 2021b). The ‘late, protracted, and 
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complex’ transition to the adult status observed today (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010) could hence 

widely differ according to socio-economic characteristics, some of which depend on young 

adults’ efforts and abilities (i.e., education, employment), and some others being independent, 

ascribed characteristics (i.e., parental resources, birthplace, gender). 

While the economic and social developments described so far occurred in every 

European country, young people’s lives widely differ from one country to another. Some 

countries’ educational systems are designed to smooth the entry into the labour market, or to 

encourage young people to leave their parents during university (Billari et al., 2001). In some 

parts of Europe nonmarital cohabitation was widespread among people born in the 1950s, while 

others have been witnessing its diffusion only recently (Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). The well-

known divides in institutional arrangements, cultural beliefs, and family structures can be 

observed, on the one hand, between the Nordic and the Southern European countries, and, on 

the other, between Western and Eastern countries (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Reher, 1998; 

Surkyn & Lesthaeghe, 2004). These divides ultimately produce differences in the transition to 

the adulthood, broadly distinguishing between an ‘earliest-early’ and a ‘latest-late’ pattern 

(Billari, 2004). Such a categorization of countries into distinct welfare regimes or family 

systems cannot, however, adequately capture fine-grained geographical differences in patterns 

of transitioning to adulthood (Mandic, 2008) as well as changes in social policies or in attitudes 

(e.g., gender norms) occurred thereafter. For instance, in contrast to its categorization as a 

country with a weak welfare state, in 2019 Spain introduced one of the most generous and 

egalitarian parental leave schemes at the European level. Further, little is known about Eastern 

European countries, which joined the European Union at the beginning of the 2000s and which 

experienced diverse trajectories in economic and political development. 

To understand how young adults traverse this life stage, it is therefore fundamental to 

compare the experiences of individuals born in different years and in different countries, and to 

consider the role played by socio-economic circumstances. Longitudinal data are needed to 

follow individuals over time, as they experience the various transitions towards adulthood; 

transitions should also be defined in a comparable way across different countries. To limit the 

scope of this work, this dissertation studies the transition to adulthood in Europe with regard to 

the timing of events, thereby focusing on the first two aspects (‘late’ and ‘protracted’) of the 

pattern observed by Billari and Liefbroer more than ten years ago. Examining the age at which 

events are experienced, or, equivalently, the age-specific risk of experiencing events, has the 
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benefit of being an objective measure of life experiences. In contrast to Settersten (2007, p. 

243), who claimed that traditional timetables for life transitions have dissolved, and that age 

has become a poor predictor of individual intentions and achievements, the need of a ‘universal’ 

parameter is greater than ever in today’s context of de-standardized transitions. Notably, 

biological age deadlines exist for parenthood, and social norms about the ‘right’ age at which 

certain events are expected to happen persist in Western societies (Liefbroer & Billari, 2010). 

Despite the assumption that recent cohorts have also delayed the transition to adulthood, little 

is known about the timing at which they experiment events across various European countries, 

and about the heterogeneity associated with such a delay. In this dissertation, event-history 

analysis constitutes the main tool to study the risk as well as the pace at which events are 

experienced in the population. The main benefit of this method is that it allows to provide 

reliable estimates of the age at events, considering those individuals who have not experienced 

them (yet). This is particularly relevant in a context of delayed transitions. Multilevel models 

represent another powerful tool to study how individual lives are embedded into broader 

contexts, and mutually influenced by the experiences of other people. 

The aim of this dissertation is to analyse heterogeneity in the timing of events of the 

transition to adulthood, with a specific attention to the role of socio-economic factors of 

individuals, their parents, and their partners. Specifically, this dissertation adopts a longitudinal, 

comparative, and multilevel perspective, and updates the existing literature by including 

information about recent cohorts (from 1980 onwards). The overarching goal is to critically 

reflect on the definition of the transition to adulthood that is currently adopted in the literature, 

and to offer insights on how to ‘revisit’ it. 

The first contribution to the literature is the focus on the role played by socio-economic 

factors and their interplay with other ascribed characteristics (i.e., gender, country, and region 

of residence) for the timing of events. The existing literature on the stratification of the 

transition to adulthood is fragmented: studies rely on a variety of analytical methods, they focus 

on single countries or on a limited subset of countries, on women only, or, similarly, on single 

events or trajectories (Billari et al., 2019; Brons et al., 2017; Sironi et al., 2015). By focusing 

on the timing of events, this dissertation provides a coherent picture of the role of socio-

economic factors across different countries and birth cohorts. 
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The second contribution consists of the investigation of gender differences in 

comparative perspective. While it is well known that women’s life courses differ from men’s, 

little is known about the similarities and the differences between women and men with a similar 

socio-economic background. The intersection between gender and social class has been 

identified as key for shaping the transition to adulthood (Furstenberg, 2003; Lappegård, 2020), 

and for the alignment of career goals and family plans (Hardie, 2022). The empirical 

contributions illustrate how women’ and men’s pathways to adulthood continue to differ, and 

how the same economic characteristics may have a gendered meaning, calling for more 

substantive interest in gender differences when studying the transition to adulthood. 

In addition, the thesis analyses how the transition to adulthood unfolds across a large 

number of European countries, among contemporary youth. One chapter focuses on leaving-

home patterns in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Finally, the thesis brings to light an 

under-studied step in the transition to adulthood: the transition from a non-cohabiting 

relationship to a co-residential union, which constitutes an intermediate step between being 

single and living with a partner. While non-cohabiting relationships are not new, the availability 

of data – though on a single country: Germany – has now made it possible to include them in 

the study of partnering behaviours, deepening our understanding of family formation (Esteve 

et al., 2020). 

The dissertation is structured as follows. Chapter 1 provides a definition of the transition 

to adulthood, as well as an overview of the main theoretical perspectives and of the empirical 

studies on the determinants of events (i.e., leaving the parental home, entering the labour 

market, forming a co-residential union, becoming parents). A specific focus is placed on the 

role played by socio-economic characteristics and their interplay with ascribed characteristics. 

As such, this chapter defines the framework against which the four empirical analyses (Chapters 

2-5) have been conducted. 

Chapter 2 investigates the association between parental socio-economic status and the 

age at which individuals leave the parental home, and how this varies across NUTS-2 regions 

and countries in Europe, using data from Round 3 (2006) and Round 9 (2018) of the European 

Social Survey (ESS). 

Chapter 3 addresses the question of whether young adults were more or less likely to 

leave the parental home during the restrictions enacted in 2020 in response to the COVID-19 
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pandemic compared to the previous years, according to their households’ and their own 

economic conditions. To do so, the longitudinal component of the European Union Statistics 

on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) covering 2017-2020 is exploited. 

Chapter 4 studies the economic determinants of the transition to co-residence among 

different-sex couples. While previous research focused on the characteristics of individuals, 

ignoring whether they are in a romantic relationship or not, this contribution focuses on couple-

level characteristics that can be observed before the couple eventually moves in together. Such 

information is available in the German Family Panel pairfam, that collects detailed information 

on both partners in a non-cohabiting relationship among recent birth cohorts. 

Finally, Chapter 5 takes multiple events of the transition to adulthood into consideration: 

the first event of leaving home, the first job, the first co-residential union, and the birth of the 

first child. The aim of this contribution is to evaluate whether the timing and the risk of 

experiencing each event vary by gender and parental education, as well as by country group 

and birth cohort, using pooled data from ESS (Round 3 and 9). 

In the conclusion, I summarise the results in light of the proposed theoretical framework 

and reflect upon the limitations of the present work. I also present avenues for future research.
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CHAPTER 1 

The timing of events of the transition to adulthood and its determinants: 

Insights from the literature 

 

Over the last decades, the transition to adulthood has become an established field of research 

in sociology, demography, and psychology (Blossfeld et al., 2005; Cavalli & Galland, 1995; 

Modell et al., 1976). Interest around the topic emerged as a result of the profound changes in 

the meaning and in the experiences of youth observed from the 1960s and 1970s onwards 

(Brückner & Mayer, 2005): youth became a new and prolonged phase of life ‘which occupies 

new functional significance in the organization of the life cycle’ (Cavalli & Galland, 1995, p. 

4), well distinguished both from adolescence and from adulthood. It was soon recognized that 

concomitant phenomena were at play: young people were facing higher vulnerability in the 

labour market, and they were taking the time to experiment and find their ways; belonging to a 

certain social class shaped different transitions to the adult status. 

From the 1990s onwards, mainly as a result of repeated economic crises, the role of 

inequality has come to the spotlight: not only have economic conditions of young people 

steadily deteriorated compared to those of the rest of the population (Aassve, Cottini, et al., 

2013), turning into a ‘failure to launch’ into economic independence (Bell et al., 2007), but also 

the destinies of young people are ‘diverging’ according to the social class of origin 

(McLanahan, 2004; Settersten & Ray, 2010). This dissertation contributes to the debate by 

investigating heterogeneity in the timing of events of the transition to adulthood in a 

comparative and longitudinal perspective; a specific attention is devoted to stratification 

according to socio-economic factors of young adults, of their parents, and of their partners, as 

well as to gender differences. 

While empirical research on the transition to adulthood proliferated, theoretical 

reflections on the drivers of change and on the mechanisms generating such change are rather 

limited. This could be explained by the fact that the transition to adulthood represents a set of 

events that are oftentimes analysed separately and thus pertain to different strands of literature, 

such as that related to the school-to-work transition, to family formation, or to fertility. 

Reviewing the literature and the theoretical frameworks related to the transition to adulthood is 
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therefore no easy endeavour. Not surprisingly, to the best of the author’s knowledge, only one 

review on the topic has been published by Buchmann & Kriesi (2011) more than a decade ago. 

The aim of this chapter is to provide an updated overview of the theoretical perspectives 

as well as of the empirical findings on the determinants of the events experienced during the 

transition to adulthood in Europe, with a specific focus on the timing of events and on the role 

of socio-economic factors. This chapter is organised as follows: first, I provide a definition of 

the transition to adulthood that delimits the scope of this work, I contextualise the transition to 

adulthood in life course research, and describe its development over the last decades; second, I 

review theoretical perspectives and empirical findings on the determinants of the timing of 

events, distinguishing between the micro, meso, and macro level of analysis; in the conclusion, 

I highlight the gaps in the literature which this dissertation will address. 

1.1 The transition to adulthood 

1.1.1 Definitions 

Conceptualizing the transition to adulthood implies a distinction between youth and adult life. 

In pre-modern societies, the transition from childhood to adulthood was regulated by rites of 

passage. While certain communities continue to celebrate this transition upon reaching a 

specific age (examples of which are the events of bar mitzvah or quinceañera1), in 

contemporary societies such rites of passage have disappeared and drawing an objective 

definition of adulthood is far from straightforward. Even the age at which individuals are 

allowed to vote or to get a driving license – hence, they are legally considered adults – differs 

across Western countries. A strand of research has challenged the idea of an institutionalized 

transition to adulthood and advocate a subjective approach, claiming that young people enter 

adulthood when they perceive themselves to be adult (Arnett, 1997; Shanahan et al., 2008). 

These studies conceptualize adulthood as a social construct; thus, the criteria considered 

important to become an adult can vary from context to context and constitute themselves an 

object of inquiry (Arnett, 1997). The existence of an additional life stage between adolescence 

 
1 Bar mitzvah (or bat mitzvah for girls) is a coming-of-age ritual of the Jewish tradition, happening at age 

13. After this age, children start to be considered adults and are allowed to participate in the Jewish community 

life.  

In various Latin American cultures, quinceañera refers to the celebration of a girl's 15th birthday that 

marks her entry into adult life. 



Chapter 1 – The transition to adulthood: Insights from the literature 

9 

 

and early adulthood, called ‘emerging adulthood’, has been proposed by Arnett (2000). During 

this life stage, identified with the age range 18-25, when individuals leave childhood but have 

not yet entered adulthood, a variety of possible life directions in the domain of work and 

relationships can be explored, and one’s identity is yet to be defined. 

Among the various definitions of the transition to adulthood, this dissertation will refer 

to that developed by the demographic literature, which conceptualizes it as a stepwise process 

characterised by the achievement of certain markers: the end of studies, labour market entry, 

leaving the parental home, union formation, and parenthood (Cavalli & Galland, 1995; Modell 

et al., 1976). These five events share the following characteristics: they are experienced by a 

large share of the population; they are relevant not only to individuals themselves, but also to 

institutions; they can be marked by ceremonies; they are processes rather than one-off events; 

they are usually planned; they are subject to moral evaluations (Holdsworth & Morgan, 2005). 

According to the traditional model of access to adulthood (Figure 1.1), the transition to 

adulthood ‘operates on two main axes – one relating to school and occupation, one to family 

and living as a couple’ (Cavalli & Galland, 1995). Events are not assumed to be experienced at 

a given order, but rather to take place in a continuum that goes from economic dependence from 

one’s parents to economic independence and to the establishment of an own family (Modell et 

al., 1976). 

Figure 1.1: Traditional model of access to adulthood 

 

Source: Cavalli & Galland (1995) 
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Even if these events are not experienced at the same age by different categories of young 

people and in different geographical contexts, it has become a standard in the demographic 

literature to operationalize youth with the age range 18-34. Below the lower limit of this age 

range, in most Western countries it is not possible to vote or to have a driving licence, while 

the upper limit has been chosen because a postponement of some markers of the transition to 

adulthood, in particular union formation and transition to parenthood, has been empirically 

observed (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010). 

The event-based or objective approach described here is not without pitfalls: those 

events might not be necessarily considered correlates of adulthood, and it is not clear whether 

all events should be experienced for the transition to adulthood to be completed. While this 

definition suggests that young adults orderly fulfil different roles (i.e., student, worker, partner, 

or parent) as they transition towards adulthood, in reality they may occupy different roles 

simultaneously (Eliason et al., 2015). Modell (1976, p. 9) argues that even if these events ‘may 

not universally announce adulthood… they certainly bear an overwhelming and apparent 

association with participation in the adult world’. Studies showed that the achievement of 

certain markers (i.e., cohabitation/marriage, living independently, having children) is indeed 

positively correlated with a subjective perception of being adults (Benson & Furstenberg, 2006; 

Shanahan et al., 2008). Therefore, there is a certain degree of association between the objective 

and the subjective approach used to define the transition to adulthood. The event-based 

definition represents a shared reference point in the existing demographic and sociological 

literature to discuss the process of becoming adults, its changes over time and space, and among 

different groups of the population. 

1.1.2 The life course framework and the timing of events 

The study of individual biographies dates back to the 1960s and proliferated from then on, 

cutting across different disciplines. Today, the predominant paradigm in this field is the life 

course framework proposed by Giele & Elder (1998), whereby the life course refers to ‘a 

sequence of socially defined events and roles that the individual enacts over time’. According 

to Elder and colleagues (2003, p. 4), it is a ‘theoretical orientation’, whose aim is to establish a 

common field of inquiry. In this framework, individual life courses are embedded in the 

historical context and place, and therefore cannot be considered in isolation from historical 

events or cultural changes. While contextual factors shape human lives, individuals make 
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choices based on their preferences and on their understanding of alternatives available to them; 

the lives of individuals within one’s networks (e.g., family members, friends, colleagues) also 

influence one’s choices (‘linked lives’ principle). Within this framework, some useful concepts 

are those of prevalence, timing, synchronization, and sequencing (Buchmann & Kriesi, 2011). 

Prevalence refers to the extent to which certain events occur; timing refers to the age when they 

occur; synchronization whether events happen at the same time; sequencing refers to the order 

of events. 

Time, expressed as age, period, and birth cohort, is central to the life course paradigm. 

The three measurements are mutually interdependent, with implications for the study of 

individual biographies. Let us consider the example of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020/21. 

The pandemic, happened in a specific historical period, affected individuals’ lives differently 

according to their age: while older individuals suffered the health consequences of the virus, 

young adults and children suffered more from the interruption of social activities and from 

school closures. Other phenomena such as policy reforms might instead target single cohorts 

(e.g., children born from 2010 onwards). Age is particularly relevant in the study of biographies 

because it is not only an objective measurement of time, but also a social construction (Elder et 

al., 2003). Individuals may attach different meanings to the attainment of the same age (i.e., age 

18 or age 30) depending on the perceived expectations or norms shared within a given 

community. As such, every society has implicit norms concerning the appropriate timing of 

events, which in turn shape individuals’ demographic decisions (Settersten & Mayer, 1997). 

Despite the existence of age norms (or, equivalently, timetables or scripts of life) in postmodern, 

individualised societies has been contested (Settersten, 2007), studies have shown how such 

norms persist, their violation can be socially sanctioned, and relate to actual behaviours 

(Aassve, Arpino, et al., 2013; Billari et al., 2011; Lazzari et al., 2024; Liefbroer & Billari, 2010). 

The age at which markers of the transition to adulthood occur is therefore critical to understand 

not only individual behaviour, but also and foremost demographic – and social – change. 

Studying the timing at which major life events occur, or, equivalently, the age-specific risk of 

experiencing them, allows to: (i) compare the experiences of successive birth cohorts, and of 

different countries; (ii) understand how the historical and geographical context shapes 

individuals’ life courses. 
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1.1.3 The transition to adulthood between change and stability 

In the traditional model illustrated in Figure 1.1, the transitions along the two axes (education-

employment and family-marriage) tend to coincide: completion of studies is followed by labour 

market entry, and the achievement of economic independence corresponds to leaving home and 

starting to live as a couple. In the 1950s and 1960s, this was the common pattern of the transition 

to adulthood in Western countries, defined by Billari and Liefbroer (2010) as ‘early, contracted 

and simple’. The transition to adulthood was characterized by few events occurring in a clear 

order (simple) during a short time (contracted) in early adulthood (early). From the 1960s 

onwards, increased heterogeneity was observed in terms of timing, sequencing, and prevalence 

of events. Transitions have been postponed, have become reversible (e.g., one could come back 

to the parental home or to re-enter education after an unemployment spell), de-standardized 

(i.e., they are more individualized and diversified in terms of timing and prevalence, see 

Brückner & Mayer, 2005; Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007), and some of them, such as union 

formation or childbearing, may not even take place, leading to the emergence of a ‘late, 

protracted, and complex’ process (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010). The event of leaving the parental 

home partially stands out from the other events, as it has not been delayed much across 

successive birth cohorts (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; Buchmann & Kriesi, 2011). 

 For what concerns the school-to-work transition, one major trend occurred from the 

1960s onwards has been educational expansion. Worldwide, participation in higher education 

went from 2% of university-age people in 1960 to over 25% in 2000; the increase has been 

most substantial among women (Van Bavel, 2013). In the last two decades, the proportion of 

individuals with tertiary education has continued to grow in Europe, reaching 48% among 

women and 36% among men in 2022 (see Figure 1.2), although with substantial country 

differences.  

Labour market entry has not only been postponed among those who attend university 

but has also become more complex due to labour market deregulation and changes in labour 

demand (Barbieri, 2009; Mills & Blossfeld, 2005). Starting from the 1980s, new contractual 

types entailing greater flexibility were introduced, with a resulting increase in the number of 

employees with fixed-term or atypical contracts; unemployment also rose substantially among 

young adults (Scherer, 2005). In the last two decades, globalization, technological change, 

economic downturns such as the Great Recession and the COVID-19 related crisis all 
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contributed to increasing employment-related uncertainty among European young adults, to an 

extent that varies according to the institutional context (Aassve, Cottini, et al., 2013; Settersten 

et al., 2020; Sironi, 2018). 

Figure 1.2: Tertiary educational attainment by sex in EU-27, % of pop. aged 25-34 

 

Source: Own elaboration of Eurostat data (sdg_04_20) 

Notable changes have also occurred in the partnership realm. First, leaving the parental 

home has been decoupled from union formation: singlehood after leaving home has become 

common in Europe among recent cohorts (Van den Berg & Verbakel, 2021). Second, a variety 

of options outside marriage is now available in Western countries: individuals may date, live-

apart-together (LAT), i.e., engage in an intimate relationship without moving in together, and 

cohabit without being married (Sassler, 2010). Consequently, the first couple formation does 

not coincide with the first coresidential union, as individuals may partner with someone while 

living in the parental home or independently. Third, the diffusion of nonmarital cohabitation 

has completely changed union formation processes and our understanding thereof (Manning, 

2020). Marriage cannot be considered anymore a necessary step in the transition to adulthood 

(Lesnard et al., 2016; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008), and childbearing increasingly happens in 

the context of cohabitation (Hiekel, 2014; Vitali et al., 2015). Fourth, marital and nonmarital 

unions have become more unstable, leading to a surge of separations and making union 

formation a reversible transition. These latter phenomena also drive the so-called family 

complexity (Thomson, 2014). 
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Childbearing remains the only event that cannot be reversed. Across European 

countries, individuals become parents at increasingly older ages and have fewer children than 

previous cohorts. Postponing childbearing may produce a mismatch between desired and 

realized fertility; the ‘fertility gap’ is largest among tertiary-educated women, and in Southern 

European countries (Beaujouan & Berghammer, 2019). As a result, an increasing number of 

individuals may end up being childless or having a lower-than-desired family size. Having 

children may also not be part of one’s aspirations altogether. Because the decision to have 

children is usually taken in the context of a stable partnership and of stable employment, 

studying whether and when individuals start living independently and move in together with 

their partners, and related socio-economic inequalities, is fundamental to understand fertility 

patterns (Esteve et al., 2020). 

The European context constitutes a particularly interesting setting because of its cultural 

and economic heterogeneity, which gave rise to a diversity of paths in the process of becoming 

adult. The two extremes identified by Billari in his seminal work (Billari, 2004; Billari et al., 

2002) are the Mediterranean and the Nordic model. The first model, exemplified by Italy and 

Spain, is characterized by a ‘latest-late’ transition: home-leaving occurs late and tends to be 

synchronised with union formation. The second model can be labelled the ‘earliest-early’ 

transition: in Nordic countries, home-leaving occurs around age 20 and is followed by a variety 

of paths towards union formation, that include single living and cohabitation. The other 

European countries can be located in between these two extremes. Britain represents a unique 

model, whereby young adults tend to enter the labour market and their first cohabitation 

relatively early, but delay parenthood (Cavalli & Galland, 1995). Eastern European countries 

constitute a heterogeneous group that has undergone major transformations after the dissolution 

of the Soviet Union (Mandic, 2008; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008), some of which have not been 

observed already. Information about young adults’ experiences in Eastern Europe has become 

available only recently, through their inclusion in comparative surveys such as the European 

Social Survey and the Generations and Gender Survey. Despite recent changes – examples of 

which are the (slow) diffusion of cohabitation and of single living upon leaving home being 

recently observed in Italy (Fraboni et al., 2021), but also declining fertility rates and 

postponement of parenthood observed in Nordic countries (Hellstrand et al., 2021) – cross-

country differences in the patterns of the transition to adulthood are persistent, showing little to 

no convergence (Billari & Wilson, 2001; Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007). 
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1.2 Determinants of the timing of events 

Within the life course framework, the transition to adulthood cannot be isolated from the 

broader historical and geographical context. The historical context is substantiated by cohort as 

well as period effects. Cohort changes in the timing of the various events have been investigated 

in comparative perspective by Billari and Liefbroer (2010), who analysed the life courses of 

individuals born between 1930 and 1979 in 26 European countries; to date, evidence on recent 

cohorts is missing. The effects of the Great Recession on the economic conditions of young 

adults (Aassve, Cottini, et al., 2013; Bell et al., 2007; Sironi, 2018) and on fertility (Comolli, 

2017; Matysiak et al., 2021) have been examined more extensively. Recently, scholars turned 

their attention to the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic (Settersten et al., 2020), mostly 

concerning union formation and fertility (Aassve et al., 2021; Berrington et al., 2022; Guetto et 

al., 2021; Lappegård et al., 2023; Luppi et al., 2020). 

Much of the empirical work on the transition to adulthood has engaged with explaining 

cross-country differences and identifying the possible determinants of variation at the micro 

and macro level of analysis, broadly distinguishing between structural (economic/institutional) 

and cultural factors (Aassve, Arpino, et al., 2013; Aassve et al., 2002; Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; 

Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007; Lesnard et al., 2016; Schwanitz, 2017; Van den Berg et al., 2021). 

This approach reflects a ‘multilevel interdependence’ of young adults’ life courses with 

individual and supra-individual opportunity structures (Bernardi et al., 2019). Examples of 

macro structural factors are welfare regimes and short-term socio-economic policies (e.g., 

concerning the regulation of the labour or housing market), while cultural factors encompass 

age and gender norms, value orientations, the nature and strength of family ties. At the micro 

level, the socio-economic characteristics of young adults such as educational attainment, 

income, as well as objective and subjective employment conditions have received considerable 

attention in the study of single events as well as of trajectories during the transition to adulthood 

(Bolano & Vignoli, 2021; Iacovou, 2010; Schwanitz, 2017; Vignoli et al., 2016). Additionally, 

a meso level could be defined, consisting of the immediate social environment in which young 

adults live (Bernardi et al., 2019), and which is likely to affect their decisions throughout the 

transition to adulthood. While, in principle, the meso level could comprise all possible networks 

(siblings, extended family, friendships, colleagues), in this dissertation I will focus on the role 

played by parents and by romantic partners. 
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The remainder of this section examines determinants of events in the transition to 

adulthood according to the dimensions presented in Figure 1.3, drawing on relevant theoretical 

perspectives and empirical findings. More specifically, the empirical contributions will address 

the timing of: leaving home (Chapters 2 and 3), forming a co-residential union (Chapter 4), first 

job, first home-leaving event, first co-residential union and first child (Chapter 5). 

Figure 1.3: Dimensions of analysis considered in the empirical chapters 

 

Source: Own elaboration. 

1.2.1 Individual level characteristics 

Human agency. The life course paradigm puts at its core the concept of human agency (Elder, 

1994; Elder et al., 2003), acknowledging the fact that individuals face opportunities and 
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constraints at different levels, but they remain free to shape the development of their own life 

courses. Individual decision-making lies at the core of the Second Demographic Transition 

(SDT), which sees the emergence of ‘new’ demographic behaviours and the de-standardization 

of the life course as linked to the accentuation of individual autonomy, the rejection of 

institutional control, and the rise of norms connected to self-actualisation (Surkyn & 

Lesthaeghe, 2004). Notwithstanding the relevance of human agency, scholars recognize that ‘a 

comprehensive and dynamic theory of agency over the life course has yet to be formulated’ 

(Bernardi et al., 2019, p. 2). Building on Boudon (2003) among others, Bernardi and her co-

authors expanded on Elder’s definition of human agency by suggesting three propositions: (i) 

individual action is aimed at increasing one’s own wellbeing (‘good reasons’); (ii) individual 

action is shaped by one’s own prior biographical experiences (‘shadows of the past’); (iii) 

individual action depends on the expectations about the consequences of one’s own actions in 

the future (‘shadows of the future’). This definition recalls that of bounded agency (Evans, 

2007), according to which the agency of individuals is situated within an objective and 

perceived context shaped by time, place, and life stage, and it is weighted against one’s own 

past and future. When imaginaries about the future inform personal plans and goals, narratives 

of the future are created (Vignoli et al., 2020); narratives can also be created and channelled by 

external actors, such as media. Integrating the shadows – or the narratives – of the future 

represents a powerful tool to investigate how individuals make decisions in contexts 

characterized by high uncertainty and unpredictability, such as during the acute phase of the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, the role of narratives of the future on marriage and 

childbearing intentions during the pandemic was investigated using experimental methods 

(Guetto et al., 2021; Vignoli et al., 2022). 

Such an understanding of human agency has the benefit of overcoming the deficiencies 

of the classical micro-level theories of action, Rational Choice Theory among others. Following 

Rational Choice Theory, young people’s behaviour depends on their preferences and on the 

opportunities available to them and should be guided by egoistic principles, neglecting the role 

played by norms, expectations, or emotions. Other theoretical frameworks, such as the Theory 

of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1991; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975), integrate behavioural 

expectations. This theory suggests that individual decision-making depends on intention 

formation. The intention to engage in a behaviour depends, in turn, on a set of factors that 

include subjective norms (the extent to which significant others approve or disapprove that 
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behaviour) and perceived behavioural control (the existence of opportunities and constraints, 

and the ability to engage in such behaviour). This theoretical framework has been widely 

applied to the study of intentions to engage in specific demographic events and subsequent 

realisation, with a specific focus on childbearing but including also the event of leaving home 

(Billari et al., 2019; Billari & Liefbroer, 2007; Schwanitz et al., 2021). 

Gender. While sex refers to the biological characteristics of individuals (i.e., sex organs, 

chromosomes etc), gender refers to the social meanings associated with sex. Gender is therefore 

socially constructed, and, in turn, defines and shapes other social institutions as well. However, 

because most surveys do not measure gender explicitly, sex and gender tend to be used 

interchangeably. Differences in the timing at which girls and boys engage in the events of the 

transition to adulthood trace back, at least partly, to biological differences, such as the age at 

pubertal development. Notably, young women tend to feel subjectively older compared to 

same-aged male peers, but this does not necessarily reflect into an earlier psychosocial 

maturation in terms of independence and responsibility (Benson & Elder, 2011). It has also 

been noted that men and women differently interpret age as a structuring element of their life 

courses (Settersten & Mayer, 1997) and that women are perceived to become adults earlier than 

men (Spéder et al., 2014). In the demographic literature, gender differences in the timing of 

events have been mostly attributed to the fact that women tend to partner with slightly older 

men, thus experiencing home-leaving, union formation, and childbearing before their male 

counterparts (Iacovou, 2002). As such, trajectories during the transition to adulthood are 

strongly gendered, showing limited signs of convergence among the 1950s-1970s cohorts 

(Lesnard et al., 2016; Schwanitz, 2017). The de-standardization in family trajectories observed 

among young women was held responsible for such a divergence (Brückner & Mayer, 2005; 

Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007). Recent cohorts saw a rapid increase in women’s participation in 

higher education as well as in the labour market that may challenge the traditional pattern 

observed so far, shifting assortative mating patterns. Educational homogamy and hypogamy 

(i.e., couples where men are as educated/less educated than women) now prevail over 

hypergamy (couples where men are more educated than women) (Van Bavel, 2013; Van Bavel 

et al., 2018). Nevertheless, we have limited knowledge about the age at which women and men 

born in recent cohorts experience events of the transition to adulthood in comparative 

perspective: either analyses are focused on women exclusively (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; 

Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007), or older cohorts are considered (Iacovou, 2002), or trajectories are 
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analysed until age 35 (Lesnard et al., 2016; Schwanitz, 2017), thereby not including the 

experience of today’s young adults. 

Because gender differences intersect with other divides, such as in social class or race 

(see Sigle‐Rushton, 2016 on intersectionality in demography), analysing women’ and men’s 

life courses is central to understand how the transition to adulthood unfolds among different 

population subgroups. Also, the characteristics of both partners in different-sex couples are 

crucial to study how relationships progress to co-residence, marriage, or union dissolution (Di 

Nallo et al., 2022; Ishizuka, 2018; Jalovaara, 2012, 2013). In the European context, contextual 

characteristics related to the interplay between institutional settings and cultural norms vary 

greatly, thus differently affecting the demographic choices of women and men during the 

transition to adulthood: for instance, the age at first child depends not only on the availability 

of childcare services at the national or local level, but also on gender roles about the division of 

unpaid work within the family. The effects of changing gender roles on union stability and 

fertility are at the core of the Gender revolution theory (Goldscheider et al., 2015) as well as of 

the Multiple equilibrium framework (Esping-Andersen & Billari, 2015), predicting growing 

fertility rates the higher the involvement of men in the private sphere; this expectation has been 

partially defied by the lower fertility observed in the Nordic countries from 2010 onwards. A 

prominent role is also played by the family of origin, constituting the first context where gender 

roles and norms are created and reproduced (see Section 1.2.2). 

Educational attainment and employment characteristics. Achievements in the 

educational and labour market realm are not only markers of the transition to adulthood, but 

also affect the timing of subsequent events such as home-leaving, union formation, and 

childbearing. The growing participation in tertiary education illustrated in Figure 1.2 delays the 

end of studies and lengthens the transition from school to work. Because the role of student is 

considered incompatible with that of a spouse or parent, family formation is also postponed to 

later ages (Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991). It has been empirically proven that educational 

enrolment is associated with postponed union formation and childbearing (Mooyaart et al., 

2022; Schwanitz, 2017). Especially during their studies, young adults prefer temporary 

arrangements such as dating or LAT relationships, that are more flexible than nonmarital 

cohabitation or marriage (Liefbroer et al., 2015; Régnier-Loilier et al., 2009). Prolonged 

education has, instead, a less clear-cut effect on the exit from the parental home. In contexts 

where on-campus accommodations are provided, such as Britain, university attendance 
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accelerates young adults’ residential independence, but might also trigger ‘boomerang’ effects 

at the completion of education (Stone et al., 2014); in Southern Europe, instead, it is common 

to reside in the parental home while being a student, also because universities are 

geographically dispersed (Billari et al., 2001). The achievement of economic independence 

might also be delayed because university students can rely on direct or indirect (e.g., through 

co-residence) financial transfers from their parents. At the same time, completing tertiary 

education allows young adults to have access to better rewarded jobs and signals cultural 

resources that affect partner search and increase one’s own attractiveness as potential partner. 

Thus, while in the short-term prolonged education postpones family-related transitions, in the 

long-term it is associated, to an extent that varies across countries, with better union formation 

prospects (Jalovaara, 2012), lower probabilities of union dissolution (Härkönen & Dronkers, 

2006), and higher-order births (Klesment et al., 2014). 

In the last decades, the rise of flexible employment and of economic uncertainty during 

youth has sparked considerable interest in the association between employment-related 

characteristics of young adults and events during the transition to adulthood. As such, a vast 

body of literature has examined the association between employment status, income, or 

temporary contracts, and the events of leaving home, forming a union, and having children 

(Bolano & Vignoli, 2021; Iacovou, 2010; Jalovaara, 2012; Palumbo et al., 2022; Scherer & 

Brini, 2023; Smock & Manning, 1997; van Wijk et al., 2021; Vignoli et al., 2016). The 

underlying mechanism consists in the fact that precarious employment and/or a limited 

availability of economic resources hinder the ability to become independent from one’s parents 

and to commit to an intimate relationship. The relevance of employment-related resources may, 

however, differ between women and men, as well as among European countries, that are 

characterised by different levels of social assistance (e.g., housing policies, unemployment 

benefits) and by a different reliance on the family of origin as a source of additional support. 

Various theories have been developed to explain why the same employment-related 

factors may differently affect women and men in their likelihood to form a co-residential union 

and to become parents. According to Becker (1981), specialization between partners in the 

division of paid and unpaid labour brings about increasing returns to scale, and makes thus 

marriage economically rational. In the Uncertainty Reduction Theory (Friedman et al., 1994), 

the decision to marry and have children may represent a strategy to cope with uncertainty: if 

one of the partners face uncertainties related to their employment prospects, he or she may 
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decide to engage in parenthood to compensate for this uncertainty. According to the Theory of 

Marriage Timing (Oppenheimer, 1988), marriage is postponed until partners have established 

themselves in the labour market, because this signals not only economic characteristics such as 

earning potential, but also their preferred life styles. Interestingly, none of these theories 

explicitly had a gendered connotation in their original formulation but are commonly 

interpreted in a gendered way because of the prevalence of the male breadwinner model in 

Western countries for most of the 20th century. In addition, despite explicitly referring to 

marriage, these theories have been extended to the study of co-residence, thus including 

nonmarital cohabitation. Relying on old theories to understand new partnership behaviours 

brings about the ‘challenge (…) that we continue to study relationships as if we are in a Baby 

Boomer reality’ (Manning, 2020, p. 815); new theories are needed to grasp the changed context 

in which partnerships are formed nowadays. These theoretical challenges and implications for 

future research will be further discussed in Chapter 4. 

1.2.2 The role of parents and partners 

The family of origin and, later in the life course, the family that one establishes, represent key 

spheres of social interaction that affect young adults’ demographic decisions. It is well 

established that the family background shapes children’s educational and occupational 

outcomes, and therefore determines an unequal opportunity structure based on ascribed rather 

than achieved characteristics (Brighouse & Swift, 2016). Because of the tight interconnections 

between the events of the transition to adulthood, diverging life chances between the offspring 

of lower- and higher- social class families involve demographic events as well. The ‘diverging 

destinies’ narrative firstly emerged in the United States (McLanahan, 2004; Settersten & Ray, 

2010); subsequently, European scholars entered the debate by examining how the parental 

background affect demographic choices during the transition to adulthood (Angelini et al., 

2022; Billari et al., 2019; Brons et al., 2017; Iacovou, 2010; Keijer et al., 2016; Mooyaart et al., 

2022; Schwanitz et al., 2017; Sironi et al., 2015). Indeed, European welfare states have not 

equalised opportunities between people coming from different social classes: despite 

educational expansion, the association between parents’ and their offspring’s social class 

remains strong in almost all European countries (e.g., Bernardi & Ballarino, 2016). In recent 

decades, the tie between parents’ and their children’s chances has been reinforced also by the 

growing involvement of parents in their children’s lives (Gauthier et al., 2004; Settersten &-- 
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Ray, 2010). From the theoretical perspective, this stream of literature builds on the transmission 

of economic and cultural resources and on the hypothesis that parenting behaviours differ 

between high- and low-socio-economic status (SES) parents. 

Parental economic resources. From the economic point of view, the assets owned by 

parents such as incomes, savings, and properties affect their children’s life chances. The 

neoclassical human capital approach (Becker, 1994) focuses on the effect of parental economic 

resources on young people’s educational attainment and outcomes on the labour market. Parents 

invest in their children’s human capital through schooling and related activities; this investment 

affects, in turn, their children’s earning potential, but also their attractiveness on the marriage 

market later in life. Depending on their social origin, young adults may also receive support 

from their parents through direct financial transfers, in form of money or payment of rent, or 

even purchasing a house, thereby easing the transition to residential independence or the 

establishment of a new family. According to Mayer (1997), in her family resource model SES 

is related not only to assets, but more importantly to health and personality traits such as 

determination, diligence, and reliability. Additionally, high-SES parents may indirectly affect 

their children’s opportunities through environmental factors and social interactions, such as 

good neighbourhood influences and labour market connections. As a result, the availability of 

economic resources at the parental level has repercussions that go beyond purely economic 

aspects. The relevance of parental economic resources for their children’s demographic choices 

depends on the gender as well as on the age of their offspring. Daughters are likely to be more 

affected by the parental background than sons because they are more closely supervised by their 

parents and because they tend to have closer relationships with them (Blaauboer & Mulder, 

2010); in addition, parental resources may be allocated differently between sons and daughters. 

Moreover, the effect of the parental background can vary with the age of young adults; for 

instance, high-SES parents encourage their children to leave the parental home and enter a 

partnership only after a certain age (Avery et al., 1992; Iacovou, 2010). 

Parental cultural resources. The cultural perspective focuses on the transmission of 

roles and values between parents and their children. According to the socialization hypothesis, 

parents affect the timing of events during the transition to adulthood via the transmission of 

norms and values concerning demographic decisions. During their early life courses, children 

are embedded in the family context, where they learn interaction styles and internalize social 

norms, carrying them over into later ages. Highly-educated parents encourage their children to 
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explore possibilities and delay non-reversible transitions such as marriage and childbearing, 

and to anticipate those transitions which lead to independence and autonomy (Arnett, 2000). 

This is consistent with findings by Billari et al. (2019), who showed that young adults with 

high-SES parents were more likely than those with low-SES parents to postpone union 

formation and childbearing, as well as by Brons et al. (2017) for what concerns entry into a first 

union. Keijer et al.’s (2016) findings indicate that, in the Netherlands, adolescents’ plans for 

their future in the family domain are dependent on their parents’ cultural status, measured by 

educational attainment, more than by their economic status, measured by income. The 

implications of having high-SES parents on the timing of leaving the parental home are less 

straightforward and are tied to the context as well as to the destination of leaving home. 

Contrary to the socialization hypothesis, high-SES parents may delay their children’s 

independence because they offer financial support and comfortable spaces where to live (Avery 

et al., 1992): this is commonly referred to as the feathered nest hypothesis. This hypothesis was 

confirmed in a comparative framework by Angelini et al. (2022): using data on older cohorts 

(1936-1956), the authors show that individuals growing up in high-SES households leave their 

parents’ home later than lower-SES individuals. Age norms about the ‘right’ timing of events 

and their effect on leaving home decisions have been explicitly analysed by Tosi (2017): young 

people in Italy tend to shape their decisions about when to leave the parental home in 

accordance with their parents’ norms. Interestingly, parental norms and preferences matter not 

only in a country characterised by a strong family culture such as Italy, but even in the 

Netherlands, where family ties are looser (Keijer et al., 2016). Another argument to explain the 

intergenerational transmission of demographic behaviour, empirically demonstrated by Billari 

et al. 2019, consists in the fact that children from high-SES backgrounds are more able than 

their counterparts from low-SES backgrounds to plan and to enact their plans, thereby making 

them less likely to make ‘unwise choices’ in the career and family realms (Clausen, 1991). 

Another mechanism explaining the socio-economic gradient in demographic events is 

the intergenerational transmission of education. Given that parental education is a good proxy 

for their children’s education (see e.g. Triventi, 2013), it is expected that young adults with high 

parental SES will have higher educational and occupational aspirations compared to those with 

low parental SES. Consequently, high-SES young adults will prioritise their educational and 

occupational careers over family formation by staying longer in education (Blossfeld & 

Huinink, 1991). Disentangling the direct effect of the family background from the indirect one, 
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mediated by young adults’ own level of education, is not trivial and depends on the nature of 

the data. Most studies indeed find that the effect of parental SES is mediated by young adults’ 

educational attainment (Angelini et al., 2022; Brons et al., 2017; Keijer et al., 2016; Schwanitz 

et al., 2017). Nevertheless, the empirical chapters of this dissertation will not distinguish 

between direct and indirect effects. 

Additionally, as part of the cultural background, children are likely to interiorize their 

parents’ gender norms: there is a strong correlation between mother’s and children’s gender 

roles (Farré & Vella, 2013; Johnston et al., 2014), but the effects differ between sons and 

daughters, with maternal attitudes explaining their daughters’ probability to enter full-time 

employment, but not that of their sons (Johnston et al., 2014). Overall, if children are exposed 

to gender egalitarian attitudes in the family of origin, they are likely to replicate it in their future 

families, by either engaging in full-time employment as women or looking for a wife who works 

full-time as men (Farré & Vella, 2013). Given that high-SES parents are assumed to be the most 

egalitarian in attitudes and behaviours, and to transfer these attitudes and behaviours to their 

children (Thornton et al., 1983), it can be reasonably expected that gender differences in the 

timing of events depend on young adults’ socio-economic background. 

Partners’ economic and cultural characteristics. The influence exerted by partners in 

demographic decisions during the transition to adulthood has not received much attention in the 

literature. Nevertheless, partners potentially reinforce the reproduction of social inequalities in 

demographic behaviours due to homogamy in mating patterns (Schwartz, 2013). Individuals 

tend to prefer partners with characteristics similar to their own’s in terms of educational 

attainment, because it works as a proxy for other observable and unobservable characteristics 

(such as career prospects, lifestyle, values), but also because couples are primarily formed in 

contexts with a considerable level of segregation, such as educational institutions or workplaces 

(Kalmijn & Flap, 2001). Partners’ tangible and intangible assets may thus affect the timing of 

the events of leaving home, union formation, and childbearing. Among individuals who are 

living with their parents and have a non-cohabiting romantic partner, partners’ availability of 

independent housing and of own economic resources might accelerate the exit from the parental 

home. Similarly, it is known that union dissolution might trigger young adults to come back to 

the parental home (Stone et al., 2014). The debate on the relevance of economic resources 

owned by partners for the transition to cohabitation or marriage revolves around the arguments 

illustrated in the previous section (educational attainment and employment characteristics). 
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Because forming a co-residential union is a decision that involves both partners, the 

characteristics of the two should be considered. While studies on the transition to marriage or 

union dissolution increasingly account for the economic characteristics of both partners (Di 

Nallo et al., 2022; Ishizuka, 2018; Jalovaara, 2013; Smock & Manning, 1997), little research 

has addressed the role of economic resources for the transition to a co-residential union on a 

dyadic level. This limitation is mainly explained by the lack of data on couples before they start 

to co-reside, which has generated a variety of studies on the transition to co-residence relying 

on data on individuals, rather than on couples (Bolano & Vignoli, 2021; Palumbo et al., 2022; 

Vignoli et al., 2016). Against this background, uncovering the steps in a relationship that 

precede cohabitation – including processes of leaving the parental home – is crucial to 

understand contemporary family formation and fertility patterns (Esteve et al., 2020). 

As this section has shown, the parental socio-economic background incorporates a 

variety of deeply intertwined factors ranging from financial assets to norms and values, whose 

role cannot be understood separately from each other and whose relevance changes over time 

and across contexts. Arguably, young adults’ ability to plan and aspirations for the future cannot 

be disentangled by the structural resources available to them (Hardie, 2022). Given the 

persistent social inequality characterising European societies, the parental background is 

expected to play a fundamental role in young adults’ demographic decisions. Partners’ 

resources also matter for the transitions in the family realm and may reinforce divides created 

by the families of origin between young adults from low- and high-SES backgrounds. 

1.2.3 The national and regional context 

As illustrated in Figure 1.3, the way in which the transition to adulthood may differ according 

to the dimensions illustrated so far (i.e., gender, educational attainment and employment, 

parental and partners’ resources) depends on contextual characteristics. Empirically, macro 

level indicators have been used in few cases (Aassve, Arpino, et al., 2013; Van den Berg et al., 

2021) to directly measure the characteristics of the context (in terms of religiosity, economic 

productivity, housing prices, etc), because of their fluctuation over time and of the difficult 

measurement of cultural factors. More often, the characteristics of the context constitute 

theoretical explanations for the observed differences across countries. Similar to the previous 

section, a distinction is made between structural/economic and cultural characteristics. The 

structural and cultural channels through which the context influences young people’s decisions 



Chapter 1 – The transition to adulthood: Insights from the literature 

26 

 

are rooted in different, but complementary, scholarly traditions and will be presented separately, 

notwithstanding the complexity of distinguishing them empirically. It has been argued that 

institutions and culture tend to be conjoined (Albertini & Kohli, 2013), and that cultural 

differences drive institutional development in the long-term (Billari, 2004). 

Structural factors. At the national and regional level, structural factors refer to 

institutions and policies regulating the educational system, the labour and housing market, 

access to credit, and the provision of public childcare; all of these factors are known to affect 

demographic decisions during the transition to adulthood. The Welfare Regimes framework 

(Esping-Andersen, 1990), later integrated by Ferrera (1996), is often used to distinguish 

between models of welfare states, that differ in their degree of decommodification, social 

stratification, and relationship between the state, the market, and the family in welfare 

provision. Welfare regimes influence the transition to adulthood and its timing primarily via 

the education system and the labour market, but also through the provision of a safety net that 

could support young adults independently of their employment status. Policies affecting events 

of the transition to adulthood include the way in which tertiary education is financed, the 

possibility to combine studies with work, the provision of housing and social aid to young 

adults, access to grants and loans, as well as the access to affordable childcare (Thévenon, 

2015). While institutions tend to be stable over time, policies may change in the short term; 

moreover, the business cycle impacts on young adults’ demographic choices through its effects 

on job opportunities, salaries, living costs or housing prices, thereby hampering the process of 

gaining economic independence from the family of origin during recessionary periods (Aassve, 

Cottini, et al., 2013; Bell et al., 2007). 

The role of intergenerational relations and responsibilities in the welfare regime 

framework has been further accentuated by Saraceno & Keck (2010), who added the de-

familisation dimension to refer to the degree to which family care needs can be satisfied without 

resorting to family resources and solidarity. Patterns of intergenerational transfers also vary 

along typologies of welfare states (Albertini & Kohli, 2013). Young people’s and their families’ 

economic resources affect pathways during the transition to adulthood in Southern European 

countries more than elsewhere (Aassve et al., 2002; Iacovou, 2010), because these are 

characterised by a high degree of familialism, i.e., the welfare state is weak and does not provide 

support directly to young adults, but rather to their families (Thévenon, 2015). In Southern 

Europe, parents primarily support their young adult children through co-residence (Albertini & 
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Kohli, 2013), providing them a ‘shelter against economic hardship’ (Aassve et al., 2007). On 

the contrary, the Social Democratic welfare regime is likely to reduce uncertainties providing 

a high level of state support and can lead to the anticipation of some markers of the transition 

to adulthood. Eastern Europe includes a heterogeneous group of countries; according to Fenger 

(2007), the post-communist countries of Central and Eastern Europe do not fit into the classic 

welfare regime framework, forming distinct typologies. What brings these countries together is 

the overall low level of state support for young adults, the traditional values concerning religion 

and gender roles, and family closeness. Lastly, Western European countries display a wide 

variety of welfare models, ranging from the Liberal Anglo-Saxon one, to the Corporatist model 

characterizing Austria and Germany, and to the unique French model. In Western Europe, the 

level of state support provided to young people varies from one country to another (Thévenon, 

2015), but intergenerational obligations are less strong compared to Southern and Eastern 

Europe; enrolment in higher education is often associated with nest-leaving, and it is quite 

common to live alone before forming one’s own family (Iacovou, 2001). This broad 

classification of countries cannot be considered exhaustive: France, for instance, does not fit 

into the categories illustrated above, as social aids cover a substantial proportion of the young 

adult population and housing benefits are widely available to young people, but familialism is 

quite strong (Thévenon, 2015). 

In today’s comparative research, the welfare regime framework is still widely used to 

explain macro-level differences, though with some recognized limitations. As mentioned 

above, it does not uniquely classify countries into distinct typologies (for instance, Ireland 

stands in the middle between the Liberal and the Corporatist model), it does not fit every 

European country, is a static framework, and gender is not deliberately incorporated. The 

concept of de-familisation has inherently a gendered connotation, as family care work is 

primarily provided by women, thereby reducing their career opportunities (Saraceno & Keck, 

2010). As such, if the policies aimed at reducing gender inequality are included in the 

framework, some countries in the Mediterranean cluster made considerable progress in the last 

years: in 2019, Spain established 16 weeks of fully paid, non-transferable leave for each parent, 

now one of the more generous in Europe; starting from 2022, Portugal offers free day care for 

children up to one year old, that has been extended to those up to three years old in 2024. As 

already discussed, the role of gender equality for events in the transition to adulthood is difficult 
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to isolate from the broader context, because it operates at the individual, family, and couple 

level. 

Housing systems have been proven to condition young people’s transition towards 

independence and family formation patterns as well (Mulder, 2006; Tocchioni et al., 2021). In 

contexts where ownership is the most widespread form of housing tenure, young people are 

more dependent on the financial help of their parents to access housing, but also fewer dwellings 

are available for rent, making access to housing more difficult. Because housing prices or, 

alternatively, the share of owner-occupied dwellings highly vary within a single country, these 

are usually operationalized at the regional or municipal level (Vitali, 2010). Similarly, labour 

markets have a regional or even municipal dimension, as job opportunities are not evenly 

distributed within a country, but tend to cluster around urban areas; therefore, young people 

have access to different jobs depending on their place of birth and may decide to relocate in 

other areas for work or study reasons. The place of residence is therefore an important predictor 

of employment outcomes as well as of partnership behaviours; in the literature on the transition 

to co-residence, distance between partners is known to affect relationship progression (Krapf, 

2018). These examples demonstrate that, in some cases, the national level cannot fully capture 

the institutional or economic characteristics of the context. Different degrees of autonomy in 

taxation, education, social security, as well as the presence of different language groups, or of 

distinct family cultures within the same country may mark important institutional, economic, 

and cultural differences that can influence trends in the transition to adulthood. Nonetheless, 

subnational patterns have received limited attention in this strand of literature, with the 

exception of some studies conducted on single countries (Bertogg, 2020; Hillmert, 2005; Vitali, 

2010). 

Cultural factors. Cultural factors refer instead to a broad range of norms and values that 

can be either historically rooted or more quickly changing. These are connected to 

modernization theories and include age norms, family structure, family ties (Hajnal, 1965; 

Reher, 1998), attitudes towards post-materialism and secularisation (Lesthaeghe & Van de Kaa, 

1986; Surkyn & Lesthaeghe, 2004). 

Age norms are a specific type of social norms concerned with the age at which certain 

events ‘should’ be experienced (Settersten & Mayer, 1997). The literature on age norms has 

examined whether there are sanctions attached to their transgression, or whether they are so 
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internalized that no external sanction is needed for them to be respected; it is also debated 

whether ‘ideal’ or ‘preferred’ ages should be interpreted as norms. Age norms and their 

congruence with actual behaviour have been mostly examined in the context of the transition 

to parenthood (Billari et al., 2011; Lazzari et al., 2024). Concerning the event of leaving home, 

factors explaining variation in age deadlines across Europe have been examined (Aassve, 

Arpino, et al., 2013), along with the association between perceived norms and behaviours 

(Billari & Liefbroer, 2007; Tosi, 2017). 

The idea of family ties, developed by Reher (1998), recalls the distinction between 

familised and de-familised societies: according to its proponent, Northern European societies 

are characterized by ‘weak family ties’, whereas ‘strong family ties’ are to be found in Southern 

European countries. In the former, the society favours young people’s independence, while in 

the latter vertical relationships between generations are emphasized, so that young adults are 

expected to stay in the parental homes and to rely on their parents’ economic resources for 

longer periods compared to Nordic countries. The strength of family ties may differ even within 

the same country, as noted by Reher (1998) concerning North/South differences in France, 

Spain, Italy, and Portugal, potentially leading to distinct typologies of family systems at the 

regional level (Mönkediek & Bras, 2014). The strength of family ties and the extent to which 

welfare services are provided by the family (vs. the state) do not, hence, always overlap. 

To explain diversity in family formation, Hajnal (1965) suggests the existence of a 

European marriage pattern: to the West of an imaginary line between Trieste and St. 

Petersburg, marriage tends to be late and not prevalent; to the East, marriage is supposedly early 

and almost universal. According to his perspective, in the West people who do not marry leave 

the parental home anyway, while in Eastern countries marriage may not imply an exit from the 

parental home, as some couples may decide to prolong the cohabitation with their parents 

(mostly due to housing shortages: see Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). Despite the recent 

developments in family formation patterns illustrated in Section 1.3, contrasts between Eastern 

Europe and Western Europe persist: nonmarital cohabitation in Eastern Europe is 

predominantly interpreted as a prelude to marriage, while in other contexts it can constitute an 

alternative to it (Hiekel et al., 2014). Ideational change refers instead to the shift towards 

postmaterialist and secularized attitudes, at the core of the Second Demographic Transition 

(Lesthaeghe & Van de Kaa, 1986), that should explain the emergence of new partnership 

behaviours. Accordingly, the spread of this attitudes was found to be compatible with the 
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diffusion of single living, premarital cohabitation, and childbearing within cohabitation from 

Scandinavian countries towards Western, Southern, and central Europe (Surkyn & Lesthaeghe, 

2004). More recent studies about couple formation challenge these grand theories attempting 

to explain differences between European countries, pointing towards an overall pattern of 

family complexity that includes lone motherhood and nonmarital childbearing, separation and 

divorce, repartnering, and stepfamily childbearing (Thomson, 2014). As such, as family 

complexity becomes more widespread, country groupings might not result very useful to study 

family formation trajectories; considering individual-level correlates (i.e., educational 

attainment) of family formation patterns and their diversity across European countries might be 

more informative.  

1.3 ‘Revisiting’ the transition to adulthood: Some ways forward 

The aim of this chapter was to lay down the framework in which the transition to adulthood, 

and its timing in particular, is conceptualized in the sociological and demographic literature, as 

well as to provide an updated review of the literature. The most prominent developments 

affecting young adults in Europe over the last two decades concern different realms: education, 

job (in)stability, and partnership behaviours. Yet, as this chapter has showed, theories have 

failed to catch up with the most recent developments in the sphere of partnership behaviours, 

such as the spread of nonmarital cohabitation (Manning, 2020) or of LAT arrangements, even 

creating confusion in the way scholars define them (Giraud, 2023). Also, little theoretical effort 

has been done to understand the transition to adulthood as a whole, as distinct from the single 

events and cutting across disciplinary boundaries. The recent developments that we are 

observing raise several questions, such as the appropriateness of the age range 18-34, or the 

relevance of events that have been constantly delayed or not experienced at all – such as 

marriage and parenthood. 

 The present chapter has highlighted avenues for research. First, few studies have been 

conducted on recent cohorts (i.e., from 1980 onwards), mostly because of the lack of data; 

similarly, the repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic – and whether they differ from 

previous shocks – on young adults’ life courses still have not been grasped. Second, the role of 

parental SES on the events of the transition to adulthood has received little attention in 

comparative research, especially concerning its interplay with other relevant dimensions such 

as gender or subnational differences. Third, our understanding of union formation (and of 
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gender differences therein) is limited by the fact that, in most existing data, we start to observe 

partners’ characteristics from the moment when they co-reside, failing to consider the processes 

leading to cohabitation. 

Because of space constraints, the possible interdependencies across the different levels 

(e.g., gender, family background, country) could not be discussed at length here; they constitute 

the background of the empirical chapters, which investigate the timing of single and multiple 

transitions relying on the most updated longitudinal data. Bringing socio-economic factors of 

individuals, their partners, and parents to the forefront of studies on the transition to adulthood 

contributes to the understanding of how different groups of young adults respond to common 

challenges. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Parental socio-economic status and age at leaving home in Europe: 

Exploring regional differences 2 

 

Abstract 

Leaving the parental home is a milestone in young people’s transition to adulthood. The timing 

of leaving home varies greatly across European countries; however, evidence on the association 

between parental socio-economic status and the age at leaving home in a comparative 

perspective is mixed, and sub-national variation has received little attention. The module on the 

timing of life events included in Round 3 (2006) and 9 (2018) of the European Social Survey 

offers the opportunity to study how parental socio-economic status is associated with the age at 

leaving home, and how this association varies at the national and regional level for a sample of 

respondents born between the 1950s and the 1980s in 175 regions across 29 European countries. 

Results from three-level linear regression models indicate that a high parental socio-economic 

status postpones women’s age at leaving home in most Southern and Eastern European 

countries, where state support to young people is low and family ties are strong, whereas the 

association between parental socio-economic status and the age at leaving home is less clear-

cut in Western and Nordic countries. Between-country variation in the association between 

parental socio-economic status and the age at home-leaving prevails over within-country 

variation, suggesting that the role of the parental background is country-specific and that other 

unobserved factors may explain within-country heterogeneity. 

 

Keywords: Leaving home; parental socio-economic status; regions; transition to adulthood; 

Europe; multilevel models 
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2.1  Introduction 

Leaving the parental home is a major life course event that occurs during the transition to 

adulthood. Although it does not necessarily imply the achievement of economic independence, 

it can be considered a marker of residential (or ‘spatial’) independence from one’s parents 

(Holdsworth & Morgan, 2005). In the European context, the timing of events that mark one’s 

passage towards adult life has been shown to be socially stratified, with young adults coming 

from advantaged backgrounds being more likely to delay partnership formation and 

childbearing (Billari et al., 2019; Brons et al., 2017; Mooyaart et al., 2022). However, findings 

on the association between parental socio-economic status (SES) and the timing of leaving 

home are mixed, with some studies arguing that youth with a high parental SES leave the 

parental home earlier than those with low parental SES (Billari et al., 2019), some showing the 

opposite (Angelini et al., 2022), and some others pointing to the relevance of the country 

context, the destination after leaving home (e.g., to live alone, with a partner, with unrelated 

household members), and age (Aassve et al., 2002; Iacovou, 2010; Schwanitz et al., 2017; 

Sironi et al., 2015). 

 In this chapter, we add a new potential source of heterogeneity in the social stratification 

of leaving home behaviours, which has been explored so far by a limited number of studies: 

within-country differences. The aim of this study is to analyse whether and how the association 

between parental socio-economic status and the age at leaving home differs according to the 

national and regional context. Specifically, it exploits retrospective data on a sample of 

individuals living in 175 regions across 29 European countries, born between the 1950s and the 

1980s, and uses multilevel linear regression models with individuals nested into countries and 

regions within countries. Multilevel models enable to test whether the association between 

parental socio-economic status and the age at leaving home varies between and within 

countries, considering that individuals living in the same area are exposed to similar labour and 

housing markets, but also to similar cultural characteristics such as family practices and norms, 

that may vary widely even within the same country (Reher, 1998). 

 This study contributes to the existing literature in two ways. First, it enhances our 

knowledge about the social stratification of the age at leaving home, something relevant for our 

understanding of current – and, possibly, future – patterns of family formation in Europe, as 

home-leaving represents the stepping stone for starting one’s own family (Esteve et al., 2020). 
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Second, it studies for the first time how the social gradient of leaving home varies not only 

between a large set of European countries, but also within countries. Particularly, this analysis 

relies on a large sample of respondents living in Europe, overcoming the limitation of focusing 

on a small set of countries. 

2.2  Theoretical framework 

2.2.1 Leaving home and parental socio-economic status 

In the literature on social stratification, it is well established that the family background shapes 

children’s educational and occupational outcomes (Furstenberg, 2010). As families provide 

their children with economic and cultural resources, they play an important role in their 

demographic decisions as well. 

Two contradictory hypotheses about the relationship between parental socio-economic 

status and timing of leaving home have been put forward by the literature. These hypotheses 

rely on the assumption that parenting styles differ between high- and low-SES parents. 

According to the ‘feathered nest’ hypothesis, high-SES parents may delay their children’s 

independence because they live in comfortable houses, where young adult children can enjoy 

high levels of privacy as if they were living on their own (Avery et al., 1992; Goldscheider & 

Goldscheider, 1999). This hypothesis was confirmed in a comparative framework by Angelini, 

Bertoni, and Weber (2022): using data on older cohorts (1936-1956) and constructing an index 

to measure SES composed of both characteristics of the dwelling and occupation of the parents, 

the authors show that individuals growing up in high-SES households leave their parents’ home 

later than lower-SES individuals. On the contrary, the ‘socialization hypothesis’ posits that 

high-SES parents may encourage their children to explore possibilities and delay non-reversible 

transitions such as marriage and childbearing, and to anticipate transitions which lead to 

independence and autonomy (Arnett, 2000). Accordingly, the offspring of high-SES parents 

may be more likely to leave the parental home early to attend university and/or live on their 

own. This hypothesis finds empirical support in Billari et al. (2019) who showed that in Austria, 

France, and Bulgaria young adults with high-SES parents (obtained combined information on 

parents’ education and occupation) are more likely to intend leaving the parental home early to 

live independently rather than to form their own families, and they are more able than those 

with low-SES parents to realize this intention. Indeed, across Europe, a high socio-economic 
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background increases the probability to live alone after having left home (Klimova 

Chaloupkova, 2023) and decreases the chance to follow traditional family trajectories 

(Mooyaart et al., 2022). In line with the socialization hypothesis, Iacovou’s (2010) findings 

suggest that higher parental incomes decrease the likelihood to leave at younger ages to live 

with a partner. However, leaving home ‘early’ or ‘late’ can only be defined in relation to the 

context where the transition is experienced, as median ages at leaving home vary greatly in 

Europe, along with the consequences associated with an early or late transition (Aassve et al., 

2007). 

Given the well-established fact that women tend to leave the parental home and to 

engage in family formation before men, leading to considerable divergence in trajectories 

during the transition to adulthood (Lesnard et al., 2016; Schwanitz, 2017), the association 

between parental SES and home-leaving ages might be shaped by gender as well. Surprisingly, 

previous studies found little evidence of gender differences in the association between parental 

SES and home-leaving decisions, when one or more destinations are included (Angelini et al., 

2022; Billari et al., 2019; Klimova Chaloupkova, 2023). Analyses will be conducted separately 

by gender to account for the diversity between women’s and men’s life courses. No specific 

hypothesis is formulated on the overall association between parental SES and the age at leaving 

home, as we expect it to be shaped by the country context. 

2.2.2 Leaving home and between-country variation 

While the age at leaving the parental home has remained rather stable across birth cohorts 

(Billari & Liefbroer, 2010), European countries are characterized by a strong variation in home-

leaving ages (Van den Berg et al., 2021), which takes place along a North/South divide, in line 

with the long-standing ‘earliest-early’ vs. ‘latest-late’ pattern in the transition to adulthood 

(Billari, 2004). This divide is commonly explained by long-standing institutional and cultural 

differences in family structure and family ties. Welfare regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1990; 

Ferrera, 1996) shape the association between parental SES and home-leaving ages in that young 

adults living in countries where public support is available to them (e.g., in form of tuition-free 

education, subsidized rents, grants, or unemployment benefits) can be assumed to be less reliant 

on their parents’ resources. The nature and the strength of intergenerational relations, at the 

core of Reher’s work (1998), integrated in various ways into the welfare regime framework 

(see e.g. Saraceno & Keck, 2010) and later revisited by other authors (Mönkediek & Bras, 
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2014), are fundamental to explain the emotional and material support from parents to their 

young adult children, because parents often compensate for a welfare state devoting few 

resources to young adults directly. 

  In Nordic countries (i.e., Norway, Sweden, Finland, Iceland, Denmark), the state 

deliberately intervenes to support young adults’ access to tertiary education and residential 

independence, and ensures a smooth entry into the labour market, considerably reducing the 

uncertainties in the transition to adulthood and the reliance on parental resources. This is 

consistent with the weak family ties characterizing Northern European societies, which favour 

young people’s independence from their families (Reher, 1998). In Mediterranean countries 

(i.e., Italy, Spain, Portugal), characterized by dual labour markets and a welfare state focused 

on the provision of cash benefits (especially pensions), vertical relationships between 

generations are emphasized: young adults are expected to stay in the parental homes and to rely 

on their parents’ economic resources for longer periods compared to other countries, 

traditionally until the first marriage (Iacovou, 2001), which is strongly linked with the 

achievement of economic stability (Reher, 1998). 

 A West-East distinction emerges instead from Hajnal (1965), who argues that to the 

East of the imaginary line running from Trieste to St. Petersburg marriage tends to be early and 

universal and does not imply an exit from the parental home. Eastern Europe constitutes a 

heterogeneous group of countries, which underwent profound transformations especially in the 

period between the dissolution of the Soviet Union (1991) and their entry in the European Union 

(2004-2013). According to Fenger (2007), the post-communist countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe do not fit into the classic welfare regime framework, forming distinct typologies (see 

Table 2.1). What brings these countries together is the overall low level of state support for 

young adults, the traditional values concerning religion and gender roles, and family closeness. 

As a result, it has been shown that leaving home early in these countries may increase the risk 

of poverty for young adults irrespective of their family background, prolonging their stay in the 

parental home (Schwanitz et al., 2017). Baltic countries (i.e., Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania) 

partially differentiate themselves from this group, as, similarly to Nordic countries, they exhibit 

weak family ties and young adults’ independence is valued (Reher, 1998). Lastly, Western 

European countries display a wide variety of welfare models, ranging from the liberal Anglo-

Saxon one, to the corporatist model characterizing Austria, Germany, Belgium, Switzerland, 

the Netherlands, and to the unique French model. 
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Table 2.1: Characteristics of the countries included in the sample 

Country Welfare regime¹ Public 

financial 

support to 

young adults² 

% of public 

spending on 

tertiary 

education³ 

Family ties⁴ 

Austria Corporatist Low Above average Mixed 

Belgium Corporatist Low Above average Mixed 

Bulgaria Post-communist European Absent Below average Strong 

Switzerland Corporatist Absent Above average Mixed 

Cyprus Mediterranean Absent Below average - 

Czech Republic Post-communist European Low - Mixed 

Germany Corporatist Low Below average Mixed 

Denmark Social-democratic High Above average Weak 

Estonia Former-USSR Low Above average Weak 

Spain Mediterranean Low Below average Strong 

Finland Social-democratic High Above average Weak 

France Corporatist High Below average Mixed 

Croatia Post-communist European Absent - Strong 

Hungary Post-communist European Low Below average - 

Ireland Liberal/corporatist High Below average - 

Iceland Social-democratic High Above average Weak 

Italy Mediterranean Low Below average Strong 

Lithuania Former-USSR Absent Above average Weak 

Latvia Former-USSR Absent Below average Weak 

Montenegro - - - - 

Netherlands Corporatist High Above average Mixed 

Norway Social-democratic High Above average Weak 

Poland Post-communist European Low Below average Strong 

Portugal Mediterranean Low Below average Strong 

Serbia - - Below average - 

Sweden Social-democratic High Above average Weak 

Slovenia - Low Below average - 

Slovakia Post-communist European Low Below average - 

United Kingdom Liberal High Above average Weak 

Notes: ‘-‘ indicates no information is available in the indicated sources; public financial support to young 

adults refers to the proportion of inactive (NEET/not in training) young adults receiving housing benefits 

(Thévenon, 2015, pp. 25-26); 'mixed' in family ties refers to countries with high regional variance in the 

strength of family ties (Mönkediek & Bras, 2014). 

Sources: ¹ Esping-Andersen, 1990; Ferrera, 1996, Fenger, 2007; ² Thévenon, 2015; ³ Eurostat 

(EDUC_UOE_FINE06), average 2012-2015; ⁴ Reher, 1998, Mönkediek & Bras, 2014. 
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The level of state support provided to young people varies from one country to another 

(Thévenon, 2015), but intergenerational obligations are less strong compared to Southern and 

Eastern Europe, enrolment in higher education is often associated with home-leaving, and it is 

quite common to live alone before forming one’s own family (Iacovou, 2001). 

This broad classification of countries into distinct combinations of institutional and 

cultural factors is not exhaustive: France, for instance, does not fit into the categories illustrated 

above, as social aids cover a substantial proportion of the young adult population and housing 

benefits are widely available to young people, but familism is quite strong (Thévenon, 2015). 

Further, this classification is static and does not capture possible changes occurred in recent 

times. Institutional and cultural factors summarized here and in Table 2.1 are thus strongly 

intertwined: the countries characterized by high state support are also those where family ties 

are weaker, while those where family ties are stronger see a lower level of state support to 

young people. In line with previous studies (Aassve et al., 2002; Iacovou, 2010; Schwanitz et 

al., 2017; Sironi et al., 2015), we expect that the association between parental SES and the age 

at leaving home depends on the country. Hypotheses about the direction of this association (H1, 

H2) are presented in the table below. 

Table 2.2: Overview of the hypotheses 

Welfare/family ties Parental SES 

Generous/weak 

(Northern and Western 

countries) 

(H1) Negative/null association: 

The higher parental SES, the earlier young adults leave home/ 

the age at leaving home is independent from parental SES 

Low/strong 

(Southern and Eastern 

countries) 

(H2) Positive association: 

The higher parental SES, the later young adults leave home 

 

2.2.3 Leaving home and within-country variation 

Contrarily to country-level factors, regional-level factors have received little attention in the 

studies related to home-leaving. To date, studies on regional patterns of the transition to 

adulthood have been conducted on single countries (Bertogg, 2020; Hillmert, 2005; 

Holdsworth, 1998; Vitali, 2010), while one study on the age deadline for leaving home has been 

conducted in a comparative European perspective (Aassve, Arpino, et al., 2013). Many 

structural and cultural factors that affect young adults’ entry into adult life may vary widely 

within a single country: the number of available jobs, housing prices, the proximity to 
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universities, family structure, but also parental norms and expectations (Vitali, 2010). This 

means that a similar parental socio-economic background may be attached to different 

economic possibilities or to different expectations about offspring’s home-leaving decisions 

within the same country. Incorporating the sub-national level in the studies on the transition to 

adulthood might prove particularly interesting, as family structure, norms, and ties have been 

found to vary substantially between European regions (Jappens & Van Bavel, 2012; Mönkediek 

& Bras, 2014), along with fertility levels (Campisi et al., 2020). 

While some regional-level factors fluctuate considerably over time depending on the 

economic cycle, and therefore cannot be used to explain the timing of leaving home across our 

sample, long-term differences in institutional arrangements, economic productivity, and family 

culture at the subnational level can be traced. In countries such as France, Spain, Italy, and 

Portugal, the strength of family ties differs in the North compared to the South, shaping home-

leaving patterns accordingly (Holdsworth, 1998; Reher, 1998). Different institutional 

arrangements or the presence of different language groups in federal countries or unitary states 

may also mark important economic and cultural differences that can influence trends in the 

transition to adulthood, as discussed for Switzerland by Bertogg (2020). Southern and Eastern 

European countries display more conservative family norms compared to the rest of Europe, 

but within-country differences can be noticed e.g., in Spain and in Belgium, where Andalusia 

and Wallonia are, respectively, more conservative than the rest of the country (Jappens & Van 

Bavel, 2012). Regional-level differences may also be driven by historical events such as the 

division between Eastern and Western Germany (1949-1990), which marks differences in 

economic conditions as well as in family culture that are reflected in the transition to adulthood 

(Hillmert, 2005). It should be noted that most previous studies have operationalized the regional 

dimension using Eurostat’s Nomenclature of Territorial Units for Statistics (NUTS) 

classification (Aassve, Arpino, et al., 2013; Campisi et al., 2020; Jappens & Van Bavel, 2012; 

Mönkediek & Bras, 2014) or modifications thereof (Holdsworth, 1998). However, as discussed 

above, ‘regions’ can refer to either larger (Hillmert, 2005; Reher, 1998) or smaller geographical 

areas (cantons in the Swiss case for Bertogg, 2020; provinces and municipalities in Spain for 

Vitali, 2010); when data are available at a fine-grained level, distinguishing between urban and 

rural areas or even among neighbourhoods of the same city might prove ideal. 

Having high-SES parents may thus have a different meaning within the same country, 

and lead to distinct home-leaving patterns that deviate from the country-level associations 
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presented in H1 and H2. The following hypothesis (H3) is thus formulated: within the same 

country, the association between parental SES and the age at leaving home is heterogeneous. 

2.3 Methods 

2.3.1 Data and sample 

The European Social Survey (ESS) represents a key source of comparable cross-sectional 

microdata in the European context. The rotating module on the timing of life, proposed in 

Round 3 (2006) and in Round 9 (2018), was designed to gather information about the actual 

timing of life events (European Social Survey, 2006; 2018). Information about the timing of 

events has been collected retrospectively, making it possible to reconstruct respondents’ life 

courses, and, in particular, their trajectories during the transition to adulthood (Billari et al., 

2021). 

In total, 92,238 individuals aged 15 and over, born between the 1900s and the 2000s 

and living in 31 European countries3, answered the two survey rounds. Crucially, the ESS 

includes information at the regional (i.e., subnational) level, which can be used to study the 

variability of phenomena at a fine-grained level. The region of residence in the two rounds4 is 

harmonized by the authors to a single variable corresponding to the 2016 version of NUTS 

regions, i.e., the standard subdivision of European countries used for statistical purposes, 

corresponding here to that adopted in Round 9. When this is not possible because of boundary 

shifts between the NUTS classification adopted in the two rounds, regions are harmonized to 

those present in Round 3. In this chapter, European regions correspond to NUTS-2 regions, or 

NUTS-1 when these are not available (Belgium, Germany, Italy, Lithuania, and the United 

Kingdom). Russia and Ukraine are dropped from the analysis since their regions do not belong 

to the NUTS system. The final number of countries included in the analysis amounts to 29, that 

of regions to 175 (see Table 2.3). Crucially, regions refer to individuals’ current place of 

residence, as no information is available on the region of birth. 

The analytical sample consists of individuals who left the parental home (82.8% of the 

starting sample), not living in Russia or Ukraine (95.2%), and born after 1950 and before 1990. 

 
3 Considering countries present in only one round or in both rounds. 
4 In Round 3, the variable is country-specific and amounts to either NUTS-1, 2, or 3, while in Round 9 

one variable per NUTS level indicates the region of residence. However, NUTS-2 or 3 are not available for some 

countries (see the ESS website for details). 
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Those born before 1950 (25.7%) are dropped because their life course during the early 

adulthood was heavily influenced by the experience of the Second World War and cannot be 

compared with that of later cohorts; those born in or after 1990 (9.7%) are dropped as well, as 

they may not have experienced the event by the time of the interview. 

Table 2.3: Overview of the countries and regions used in the analysis (weighted) 

Country Country  

Code 

ESS Round Level NUTS 

Version 

N. of 

regions 

N 

 

Austria AT 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 9 480 

Belgium BE 3+9 NUTS-1 2016 3 1,172 

Bulgaria BG 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 6 573 

Switzerland CH 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 7 891 

Cyprus CY 3+9 NUTS-1 2016 1 88 

Czech Republic CZ 9 NUTS-2 2016 8 573 

Germany DE 3+9 NUTS-1 2016 16 9,093 

Denmark DK 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 5 601 

Estonia EE 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 1 137 

Spain ES 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 17 4,767 

Finland FI 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 4 588 

France FR 3+9 NUTS-1 2013 8 7,259 

Croatia HR 9 NUTS-2 2013  2 213 

Hungary HU 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 7 1,328 

Ireland IE 3+9 NUTS-2 2013 2 584 

Iceland IS 9 NUTS-2 2016 1 20 

Italy IT 9 NUTS-1 2016 5 2,997 

Lithuania LT 9 NUTS-1 2016 1 162 

Latvia LV 9 NUTS-2 2016 1 110 

Montenegro ME 9 NUTS-1 2016 1 27 

Netherlands NL 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 12 1,905 

Norway NO 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 7 562 

Poland PL 3+9 NUTS-2 2013 16 3,367 

Portugal PT 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 5 973 

Serbia RS 9 NUTS-2 2016 4 310 

Sweden SE 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 8 1,036 

Slovenia SI 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 2 200 

Slovakia SK 3+9 NUTS-2 2016 4 530 

United Kingdom UK 3+9 NUTS-1 2016 12 6,799 

Total     175 47,343 

Notes: NUTS-2 Hungarian regions of HU11 and HU12 are merged into the NUTS-1 region HU1. In 

Cyprus, Estonia, Iceland, Lithuania, Latvia, and Montenegro, NUTS-1 regions correspond to the whole 

country.  
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Additionally, we exclude individuals leaving before the age of 15 (3.2%) or after the 

age of 45 (0.4%), as such early or late ages are rare and can be considered very unlikely in the 

European context. After listwise deletion of missing cases on the selected variables, and after 

dropping respondents living in regions with less than 10 individuals (36 individuals in total), 

the final sample consists of 47,343 respondents, 21,454 men and 25,889 women. The number 

of observations within each region ranges from a minimum of 15 to a maximum of 1,862, with 

an average value of 320 observations per region; each country counts a minimum of 20 and a 

maximum of 9,093 individuals, 1,633 on average (weighted values). 

2.3.2 Dependent variable 

The dependent variable is the age at first leaving the parental home. The timing of home-leaving 

is measured by the following item: ‘In what year did you first leave your parent(s) for two 

months or more to start living separately from them?’. This definition refers to a transition that 

could be either temporary or permanent, but it is not possible to distinguish between the two. 

The age at leaving home is calculated as the difference between the year at leaving home and 

the year of birth. This chapter studies the age at the first event of leaving home, hence considers 

it a non-repeatable event; more generally, however, home-leaving is defined as a process 

‘involving multiple departures and returns’ (Holdsworth & Morgan, 2005). 

2.3.3 Independent variable and controls 

The main predictor is parental socio-economic status. Because the ESS provides information 

about the highest level of education attained by the respondent’s mother and father, as well as 

about their employment status and occupation when the respondent was aged 14, the choice 

was made to exploit all variables and to construct an index, following previous studies (Billari 

et al., 2019; Brons et al., 2017) and in contrast to those drawing exclusively upon parental 

education (Klimova Chaloupkova, 2023; Schwanitz et al., 2017). The benefit of this approach 

is that it incorporates all available information about mothers’ and fathers’ status during 

childhood, hence before individuals leave home, and that results can be cross-checked with 

parental education or occupation separately. 

In Round 3 and 9, parental education and occupation have been measured using different 

scales. Specifically, parental education is measured in 1-digit ISCED 1997 levels in Round 3, 

and in 3-digits ISCED 2011 levels in Round 9. We harmonize the variables measuring parental 

education in the two rounds into 1-digit ISCED 1997 levels, obtaining a variable with four 
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categories: less than lower secondary (ISCED 0-1), lower secondary (ISCED 2), upper 

secondary and post-secondary non tertiary (ISCED 3-4), tertiary (ISCED 5-6). We exploit 

information about parental employment status and occupation when the respondent was aged 

14 to create a variable indicating whether mother and father were working or absent (1), 

employed/self-employed in a routine or semi-routine occupation (2), intermediate occupation 

(3), or managerial occupation (4). A Principal Component Analysis reveals that the four 

variables measuring mother’s and father’s education and occupation form one factor explaining 

59% of the variance, with factor loadings ranging from 0.64 to 0.87. Thereby, we create an 

index of parental socio-economic status by averaging the four variables (Cronbach’s 

Alpha=0.76); if information on one (or more) variable(s) is missing, the index is calculated by 

combining the remaining variables. The index is then standardized. Respondents’ own level of 

education could not be included in the model, as it is measured ex post and could have been 

achieved after the individual has left the parental home. 

The models presented below control for birth cohort (10-year groups), area of residence, 

and ESS round. Because the region, as well as the area of residence, refers to the place where 

respondents are living at the time of the interview, it is assumed that the transition was 

experienced in the same region where the respondent is living at the time of interview. The area 

of residence refers to respondents’ descriptions of the area they live in, and is dichotomized 

into an urban/rural variable. This control is added since the regional level may not capture 

possible heterogeneities between respondents living in the same region: ideally, local 

characteristics measured at the municipality level shall be measured (Vitali, 2010). In practice, 

no existing data simultaneously collects information on one’s life course transitions, parental 

SES, and detailed geographical location at the cross-national scale. In this chapter, we therefore 

use information on NUTS-2 or NUTS-1 regions combined with information on the 

urbanity/rurality of the place of residence. Analyses are conducted separately on women and 

men. 

2.3.4 Analytical strategy 

Given that the aim of the present chapter is to analyse whether and how the association between 

parental socio-economic status and the age at leaving home differs according to the national 

and regional context, three-level linear regression models are used, with individuals at level 1, 

regions at level 2, and countries at level 3. Multilevel regression models account for the fact 
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that observations within the same region or country are not independent from each other; they 

thus estimate a different intercept, and, possibly, a different slope for every region and country 

in the sample. As a result, the intercept (and the slope) varies around an overall mean (also 

called ‘grand’ mean). Residual error terms express the deviation of the specific observation 

from the group mean at the different levels, and they are assumed to follow a normal distribution 

with zero mean and a variance to be estimated (Snijders & Bosker, 2011). 

Two features of the ESS make it an ideal setting for the application of multilevel 

regression analysis: its hierarchical structure composed of individuals nested into regions and 

countries, and its wide comparative dimension. The regional level is taken into account for both 

the theoretical reasons exposed above and for statistical reasons, as this strategy allows to 

overcome the limitations in the estimation of the country effects associated with a small number 

of countries (Bryan & Jenkins, 2016). The sample size, considering both the number of 

observations within each region and the number of regions, is big enough to get accurate 

estimates of the random effects (Grilli & Rampichini, 2018). 

Considering the three-level structure and the sample size, a random intercept model 

(M1) and a random slope model (M2) are estimated. While random intercept models account 

for the fact that, net of explanatory variables, the age at leaving home varies widely from 

country to country and from region to region, a random slope is introduced on the parental SES 

variable to understand whether its relationship with the age at leaving the parental home is 

context-dependent. The intercept as well as the slope on parental SES are random at levels 2 

and 3, as we have theoretical expectations on both between- and within-country variation 

(Snijders & Bosker, 2011). Our three-level linear random intercept model with individuals (𝑖), 

regions (𝑟), and countries (𝑐) can be described by the following equation: 

𝑌𝑖𝑟𝑐 = (𝛽000 +  𝑣00𝑐 +  𝑢0𝑟𝑐) + 𝛽1𝑆𝐸𝑆𝑖𝑟𝑐+ 𝛽2𝑋𝑖𝑟𝑐 + 𝑒𝑖𝑟𝑐 

Where the outcome 𝑌𝑖𝑟𝑐 , i.e., the age at leaving home, is an individual-level variable, in the 

same way as our main predictor, parental SES (𝑆𝐸𝑆𝑖𝑟𝑐), and the vector of controls 𝑋𝑖𝑟𝑐. Three 

random residual error terms (with corresponding variances) characterise the intercept: 𝑣00𝑐 is 

the country-specific deviation from the grand intercept (𝛽000), 𝑢0𝑟𝑐 is the region-specific 

deviation from the country’s predicted outcome, and 𝑒𝑖𝑟𝑐 is the individual-specific (or residual) 

deviation from the region’s predicted outcome. These error terms capture the deviation of the 
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age at leaving home in a specific region and country from the grand mean, controlling for the 

individual-level characteristics specified in the equation above. 

The three-level linear random slope model can be instead described by the following: 

𝑌𝑖𝑟𝑐 = (𝛽000 + 𝑣00𝑐 + 𝑢0𝑟𝑐) + (𝛽100 + 𝑣10𝑐 + 𝑢1𝑟𝑐)𝑆𝐸𝑆𝑖𝑟𝑐+ 𝛽2𝑋𝑖𝑟𝑐 + 𝑒𝑖𝑟𝑐 

Where the slope of parental SES is not fixed, but varies by country, and by region within 

countries, thus depends on the country-specific deviation 𝑣10𝑐 from the grand slope (𝛽100), and 

on the region-specific deviation 𝑢1𝑟𝑐 from the country’s predicted slope. The remaining part of 

the equation corresponds to the random intercept model illustrated above. The slope of parental 

SES for a given region within a country is thus expressed by the following: 

𝛽1𝑟𝑐 = 𝛽100 + 𝑣10𝑐 + 𝑢1𝑟𝑐 

meaning that it can be decomposed into the grand slope, the country-specific deviation, and the 

region-specific deviation. Because their size differs considerably, we plot the country-specific 

random slope 𝛽100 + 𝑣10𝑐 and the region-specific random effect 𝑢1𝑟𝑐 in Figure 2.2 and 2.3, 

respectively. 

To assess how well the models fit our data, Likelihood Ratio Tests (LR) are conducted. 

Likelihood Ratio Tests are used to compare nested models – i.e., models differing only in their 

random part – fitted by maximum likelihood and assess the significance of random-effect 

components: they test the null hypothesis of no significant differences between the models by 

performing a chi square test to compare the difference of the deviances (Snijders & Bosker, 

2011). Specifically, three-level random intercept models (with individuals I nested into regions 

R and countries C, IRC in Table 2.5) are compared with the corresponding two-levels models 

(either individuals nested into regions, IR, or into countries, IC), while three-level models with 

random slopes on regions and countries are compared with the corresponding random intercept 

models as well as with three-levels models with random slopes on regions (RC vs. R in Table 

2.5) or on countries only (RC vs. C). We conduct robustness checks with alternative model and 

sample specifications.  
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2.4 Results 

2.4.1 Descriptive results 

Table 2.4 presents descriptive statistics for the variables used in the analysis, weighted using 

sampling weights provided by the ESS. 

Table 2.4: Descriptive statistics (weighted) 

Variable Mean/Proportion SD Min Max Obs. 

Age at leaving home 21.74 4.29 15 45 47,343 

Parental SES (standardized) 0.00 1.00 -1.70 2.38 47,343 

Gender      

Men 0.47 0.50 0 1 47,343 

Women 0.53 0.50 0 1 47,343 

Area of residence      

Rural 0.71 0.46 0 1 47,343 

Urban 0.29 0.46 0 1 47,343 

Birth cohort      

1950s 0.27 0.44 0 1 47,343 

1960s 0.30 0.46 0 1 47,343 

1970s 0.25 0.43 0 1 47,343 

1980s 0.17 0.38 0 1 47,343 

ESS Round      

Round 3 0.42 0.49 0 1 47,343 

Round 9 0.58 0.49 0 1 47,343 

Age 45.74 11.65 17 70 47,343 

Year of birth 1968 10.72 1950 1989 47,343 

Year left the parental home 1989 11.46 1965 2019 47,343 

 

The median age at leaving the parental home in the sample is 21. Figure 2.1 shows how 

this value changes according to gender and to the geographical context. The median age 

progressively increases going from North to South: while the lowest value (18) can be found 

among women in certain regions of the Nordic countries (Iceland, Norway, Sweden), men in 

Central Italy leave the parental home at the oldest median age in Europe (27). In each country, 

women leave the parental home slightly earlier than men, with a difference that amounts to a 

maximum of four years. Country borders mark relevant differences in the median age at leaving 

home, but these differences are more nuanced among Continental countries. Among women 

and men alike, within-country heterogeneity is remarkable in Spain, as documented in previous 

studies (Vitali, 2010), as well as in Eastern European countries such as Poland. 
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Figure 2.1: Age at leaving home (median values), by NUTS region and gender (weighted) 

(a)  
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(b)  

 

Further descriptive statistics on the age at leaving home such as the mean, the standard 

deviation, and the interquartile range are presented by country and gender in the Appendix 

(Table A1). These additional statistics confirm what maps in Figure 2.1 intuitively suggest: 

home-leaving ages are most dispersed in Southern and Eastern European countries, as indicated 

by the high values of the standard deviation and of the interquartile range, and least dispersed 

in Northern and Western countries. As pointed out by previous research based on older cohorts 

(Billari & Liefbroer, 2010), the median age at leaving home has not changed remarkably across 

cohorts and gender: it oscillates between 21 and 22 for men, and between 20 and 21 for women 

for all the birth cohorts analysed here. This justifies our analytical strategy, where we use the 

birth cohort as a control variable, instead of stratifying the analysis by cohort or groups thereof, 

as our interest lies in contextual variations. 

2.4.2 Multilevel analysis 

Results from three-level linear regression models are shown in Table 2.5. 
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Table 2.5: Three-level random-intercept and random slope linear regression models 

 M1: Random intercept M2: Random slope 

 Men Women Men Women 

Age at leaving 

home 

        

Fixed-effect 

parameters 

        

Parental SES 

(standardized)   

-0.0388 (0.0328) 0.224*** (0.0266) 0.0518 (0.0829) 0.291*** (0.0730) 

Birth cohort (ref: 

1950s) 

        

1960s 0.244** (0.0761) 0.235*** (0.0623) 0.248** (0.0759) 0.221*** (0.0621) 

1970s 0.263** (0.0805) 0.235*** (0.0659) 0.267*** (0.0804) 0.210** (0.0658) 

1980s -0.531*** (0.0916) -0.465*** (0.0746) -0.536*** (0.0915) -0.475*** (0.0744) 

Area of residence 

(ref: rural) 

        

Urban 0.0770 (0.0642) 0.231*** (0.0534) 0.0627 (0.0642) 0.191*** (0.0534) 

ESS round (ref: 

round 3) 

        

ESS round 9 0.473*** (0.0639) 0.379*** (0.0533) 0.489*** (0.0639) 0.394*** (0.0533) 

Constant 21.671*** (0.2897) 20.633*** (0.2644) 21.64*** (0.293) 20.63*** (0.265) 

Random-effect 

parameters 

        

Intercept 

variance, 

        

Country level 2.249*** (0.610) 1.891*** (0.512) 2.299*** (0.623) 1.901*** (0.515) 

Intercept 

variance, 

        

Regional level 0.088*** (0.033) 0.105*** (0.027) 0.071** (0.031) 0.092** (0.026) 

Residual variance 17.341*** (0.168) 14.062*** (0.124) 17.214*** (0.167) 13.961*** (0.123) 

Slope variance:         

PSES, country 

level 

    0.148*** (0.053) 0.129*** (0.039) 

Slope variance:         

PSES, regional 

level 

    0.037** (0.026) 0.0013* (0.003) 

Intercept-slope         

Covariance, 

country level 

    0.237 (0.136) 0.156 (0.106) 

Intercept-slope         

Covariance, 

regional level 

    0.018 (0.020) 0.011 (0.014) 

LR test:  

IRC vs. IR 

(intercept) 

226.47***  260.00***      

LR test:  

IRC vs. IC 

(intercept) 

13.75***  42.99***      

LR test: M2 vs. 

M1 

    90.24***  136.65***  
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LR test:  

RC vs. R (slope) 

    39.06***  54.81***  

LR test: 

RC vs. C (slope) 

    4.10  0.73  

Observations 21,454  25,889  21,454  25,889  
Standard errors in parentheses. 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

Before running models M1 and M2, an empty model was run to estimate the proportion 

of variability in the outcome variable that lies between regions and countries. The Intraclass 

Correlation Coefficient (ICC) calculated on the empty model shows that 10.71% of the total 

variance is due to between-countries variance, and 11.45% to between-regions, within-country 

variance. The same output can be interpreted as a measure of similarity among individuals in 

the same country and in the same region. 

The first model (M1) includes the predictor, i.e., the standardized measure of parental 

socio-economic status, and all the available control variables (birth cohort, area of residence, 

ESS round). The intercept is random both at the region and country levels. Among men, parental 

SES is not associated with the age at home-leaving, as the coefficient is not statistically 

significant (β = -0.0388, p = 0.236). Among women, the age at home-leaving increases with 

parental SES: more specifically, an increase by 1 SD in parental SES is associated, on average, 

with an increase by 0.224 years (corresponding to 82 days, about three months) in the age at 

leaving home; the overall difference in the age at which women leave the parental home 

between those with low-SES and high-SES parents amounts to one year. While living in an 

urban region does not affect the timing of home-leaving for men, it delays it by 0.231 years for 

women. The constant confirms that, in line with our expectations, women tend to leave the 

parental home earlier than men. Between-country variance is larger than within-country 

variance for both men and women, although to a different extent: within-country variance is 

larger for women than for men (0.105 vs. 0.088). LR tests reported in Table 2.5 comparing the 

three-level random intercept model with two-level models – including only the regional or only 

the country level - confirm the relevance of considering the hierarchical structure proposed 

here. 

The second model (M2) corresponds to M1, with the exception that the slope of parental 

SES (β = 0.0518, p = 0.532 for men; β = 0.291, p = 0.000 for women) is allowed to vary across 

countries and regions within countries. Results of the LR test comparing this model with the 
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previous one (M1) show that adding the random slope to the model significantly improves its 

fit (LR chi2(4) = 90.24, p = 0.000 for men, LR chi2(4) =136.65, p = 0.000 for women); the 

residual variance decreases only slightly in M2 compared to M1. The variance of the intercept 

is larger at the country level compared to the regional level; similarly, the variance of the slope 

is larger at the country than at the regional level (0.129 vs. 0.0013 for women). This is in line 

with the non-significant results of LR tests comparing M2 to a three-level model where the 

coefficient of parental SES is random only at the country level, suggesting that the association 

between parental SES and the age at leaving home varies substantially between countries, but 

not within. 

After having estimated M2 separately on women and men, random slopes are obtained 

for each country and plotted (Figure 2.2): they correspond to the grand slope (that reported in 

Table 2.5) plus the random effect computed at the country level.  

Figure 2.2: Random slope of parental SES on the age at leaving home, by country and gender 

(a)  
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(b)  

Random slopes represent the country-specific association between the predictor and the 

outcome variable: a positive sign indicates that, in a given country, a higher parental SES is 

associated with later home-leaving ages compared to lower parental SES, while a negative sign 

indicates that having high-SES parents encourage children to leave the parental home 

comparatively earlier. A positive relationship between the two variables is indicated by the 

colour violet, green indicates a negative relationship, and grey a null one. 

Overall, the relationship is in line with the average slope, though with considerable 

geographical variation and gender differences. Among men (Figure 2.2a), negative or null 

coefficients prevail in Western and Northern Europe including the Baltic countries, while 

positive coefficients are more diffused in Southern and Eastern European states, with the 

exception of Iceland, Cyprus, Portugal, and Montenegro. As far as women are concerned 

(Figure 2.2b), positive coefficients in line with the average slope (0.291) are predominant, with 

the exceptions of France, Switzerland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, and Ireland, 

displaying negative/null coefficients in the range from -0.25 to -0.02. Nordic countries present 

positive coefficients, between 0.12 and 0.32 for Denmark and Iceland respectively, with 

Norway displaying the lowest one (0.06). Coefficients are above the average in most countries 
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of Southern and Eastern Europe: in Croatia, an increase of 1 SD in parental SES delays home-

leaving by 1.22 years, by 0.88 years in Serbia and by 0.60 years in Italy. With a coefficient of 

0.08, Spain clearly differentiates itself from this group of countries. 

Lastly, the random effect at the regional level is plotted separately (Figure 2.3). This 

value should be interpreted as the region-specific deviation from a country’s slope (illustrated 

in Figure 2.2). 

Figure 2.3: Random effect of parental SES on the age at leaving home, by NUTS region and 

gender 

(a)  
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(b)  

The magnitude of between-regions, within-countries, random effects is low, according 

to the small regional-level variance and to LR tests presented in Table 2.5. Among men (Figure 

2.3a), the variation goes from -0.2 to +0.3, signalling that some regions slightly differentiate 

themselves from the rest of the country. In the northernmost regions of Norway, Sweden, and 

Finland, a high parental SES anticipates young men’s exit from the parental home compared to 

the national average, as it happens e.g., in Bavaria, North-Eastern Italy, southern France, and 

northern Spain; heterogeneity characterizes the regions of Eastern countries. Among women 

(Figure 2.3b), the variation is minor (between -0.05 and 0.08), but some patterns can be 

recognized: a high parental SES encourages young women to leave home earlier in Eastern, but 

not in Western Germany, or again in the northernmost regions of Norway, Sweden, and Finland, 

and in the Italian isles compared to the rest of the country. On the contrary, women from 

advantaged backgrounds markedly delay their exit in the capital regions of Hungary and 

Bulgaria, in Northern Portugal, in the Austrian region of Tyrol, and in the Belgian Flemish 

region. 
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2.4.3 Robustness checks 

As a robustness check, the random intercept model (M1) is estimated using as predictor the 

highest level of education between mother and father. Results (see Table A2, Appendix) go in 

the same direction of those discussed in the previous section: while for men the coefficient of 

parental education is statistically different from zero only in the case of tertiary education and 

has a negative sign, for women every level of parental education is statistically different from 

zero and has a positive sign. Having tertiary educated parents delays home-leaving for women 

by roughly five months (β = 0.451, p = 0.000), while it anticipates home-leaving for men (β = 

-0.207, p = 0.040) by three months and a half compared to those with lower educated parents. 

Our main estimates as well as the random effects do not change substantially from those 

presented in Table 2.5 when using the highest level of parental occupation; excluding from the 

sample those migrants who left the parental home before arriving in the country of current 

residence; using a two-level model with country fixed effects; or excluding countries 

constituted by only one region (Cyprus, Estonia, Iceland, Latvia, Lithuania, and Montenegro). 

Results are not presented for brevity reasons.  

2.5 Discussion 

This analysis aimed at exploring how parental socio-economic status is associated with the age 

at leaving the parental home, and how this association differs according to the national and 

regional context. ESS retrospective data allow to reconstruct the age at leaving home for a 

sample of people born between the 1950s and the 1980s in 29 countries and 175 regions in 

Europe. Compared to previous research (Angelini et al., 2022; Billari et al., 2019; Iacovou, 

2010; Schwanitz et al., 2017; Sironi et al., 2015), this study deepens our understanding of the 

association between parental SES and age at leaving home over space, i.e., countries and 

regions, and addresses the relevance of the context when studying young people’s life courses. 

Descriptive results show that the age at leaving home considerably varies within 

countries and between men and women, suggesting that the country-level of analysis may not 

be sufficiently deep to investigate diversity in the timing of home-leaving. Regional variation 

is high not only in Spain, a country that has been widely investigated by the existing literature 

(Holdsworth, 1998; Vitali, 2010), but also in Eastern European countries. In contrast to previous 

studies, such as Billari, Hiekel, and Liefbroer (2019), the parental socio-economic background 

is associated with women’s age at leaving home, but not men’s. Because the aim of this chapter 



Chapter 2 – Parental socio-economic status and age at leaving home in Europe 

57 

 

is not to test differences between women and men, which could be attributed to a mix of parental 

and individual preferences and expectations concerning educational choices, living 

arrangements, support within the household, and timing of family formation, the following 

discussion relates to women only.  

The decomposition of region-specific random slopes into country-level random slopes 

and regional-level random effects allows to test our hypotheses on the association between 

parental SES and the age at leaving home at the country level. Our first hypothesis (H1), the 

higher parental SES, the earlier young adults leave home/ the age at leaving home is 

independent from parental SES in countries characterized by high levels of state support to 

young people and weak family ties, is dismissed, as among women a higher parental SES is not 

homogenously associated with earlier home-leaving in Northern and Western countries. 

Negative or null coefficients in line with the proposed hypothesis are prevalent in most Western 

countries (the Netherlands, France, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and Ireland), but not in 

Northern Europe, where the average association is positive. This finding, although unexpected, 

is in line with previous research (Klimova Chaloupkova, 2023; Schwanitz et al., 2017), 

suggesting that even in countries where leaving home is easier and occurs earlier than in the 

rest of Europe, the offspring of high-SES parents tend to stay longer in the parental home. 

Among women, a higher parental SES delays home-leaving in most Southern and 

Eastern European countries, with positive and above the average coefficients e.g., in Croatia 

and Serbia; with a coefficient close to zero, Spain deviates from this pattern. This result is in 

line with our second hypothesis (H2): the higher parental SES, the later young adults leave 

home in countries characterized by low levels of state support to young people and strong 

family ties. In this group of countries, having high SES parents could thus ‘protect’ women 

from an early exit from the parental home (the ‘feathered nest’ hypothesis). Here, leaving home 

too early could lead to a deterioration of young people’s economic situation (Aassve et al., 

2007; Schwanitz et al., 2017), thereby postponing the event even among young adults with an 

advantaged socio-economic background, similarly to what has been found for Italy by previous 

research (Sironi et al., 2015). However, a postponement of home-leaving among women with 

high parental SES in Southern and Eastern European countries hints at a postponement of 

family formation and may contribute to explain low fertility levels in these countries (Esteve et 

al., 2020). This result might also be explained by the fact that these countries are characterized 

by a high reliance on family care, that is mainly provided by women (Saraceno & Keck, 2010). 
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The decomposition of the slope variance, along with tests comparing three-level models 

with random slopes on regions and countries with three-level models with random slopes on 

countries only, rejects our third hypothesis (H3) that within the same country, the association 

between parental SES and the timing of home-leaving is heterogeneous. Region-specific effects 

are little when compared to the overall variation attributed to the country, suggesting that the 

association between parental SES and home-leaving ages is predominantly driven by long-

standing institutional and cultural differences between countries. However, some of the 

variation observed between regions reflects well-established patterns, such as differences 

between Eastern and Western Germany (Hillmert, 2005). Our results are consistent with 

findings by Aassve, Arpino, and Billari (2013) showing that country differences are more 

important than regional effects in shaping the variation in age deadlines for leaving the parental 

home. Hence, only a minor fraction of the variation in the age at leaving home observed at the 

regional level can be attributed to the parental background; other unobserved factors may 

explain within-region heterogeneity. 

This study suffers from some limitations. First, the use of linear regression models on a 

sample of respondents who have experienced the event potentially biases our results as early 

home-leavers are overselected – especially in the younger cohort. This analytical approach was 

privileged over event-history models due to the interpretability of results of three-levels 

regression models and to issues related to model fit; though, it was justified by additional 

analyses, showing that the median age at leaving home did not substantially differ across the 

considered birth cohorts. Second, the analysis could be refined by introducing the destination 

of leaving home, checking whether the effect of parental SES differs among young people who 

leave the parental home to cohabit with a spouse or partner, or to live alone, something which 

cannot be done here for sample size issues. The inclusion of the destination, similarly to what 

has been done by Klimova Chaloupkova (2023) for solo living, might shed light on the gendered 

pattern revealed by the present chapter. Third, the regional level in the analysis refers to the 

region of current residence and not to the region of residence when leaving home, and 

corresponds to a large geographical area, especially in the countries where only NUTS-1 

regions are available. Due to data limitations, we hence cannot consider possible internal 

migration movements over the life course. This is particularly problematic in the countries 

characterized by high internal migration intensities, i.e., those in Northern and Western Europe 

(Bell et al., 2015). Fourth, due to the retrospective nature of the data, this chapter cannot 
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consider contextual-level characteristics as explanatory variables in the multilevel regression 

model; in other words, we are unable to reconstruct the regional- and country-level 

characteristics at the time of leaving home for respondents who experience the event at different 

points in time and that could potentially explain a fraction of region- and country-level variance. 

Despite these shortcomings, we believe that studies on the transition to adulthood may 

benefit from a further integration of the context, going beyond the usual North/South, East/West 

divides: as this chapter has shown, these groups are far from being homogenous. The role 

played by parental SES on leaving home decisions in Spain deserves further investigation, as it 

differentiates itself from Italy and Portugal, but also in Nordic countries, where it has been 

proven that an advantaged background delays to some extent women’s exit from the parental 

home (Klimova Chaloupkova, 2023; Schwanitz et al., 2017); little is known about young adults’ 

choices and opportunities in Eastern European countries. Future research could benefit from 

the use of longitudinal or register data on specific cohorts to study at a fine-grained level which 

economic and cultural factors may facilitate or hinder young people’s exit from the parental 

home and thus explain a portion of within-country variation. From a policy perspective, our 

findings suggest that policies enacted at the regional (or lower) level may not change 

substantially young adults’ opportunities of becoming independent from their parents, because 

opportunities and constraints linked to the family background are shaped by country-level 

characteristics. In addition, this study has shown how women’s transition to an independent 

living is socially stratified in most countries of Southern and Eastern Europe: to be successful, 

national-level policies aiming at contrasting low fertility rates in these countries should take a 

life course approach, considering also the steps preceding the decision to have a child (Esteve 

et al., 2020). 
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Appendix to Chapter 2 

Table A1: Descriptive statistics on the age at leaving home, by country and gender 

(weighted) 
 

Men Women 

Country Mean Median SD IQR Mean Median SD IQR 

AT 21.68 21 4.22 4 20.74 20 3.63 4 

BE 22.86 22 4.05 5 21.72 21 3.49 5 

BG 23.12 22 5.31 7 20.66 20 3.91 4 

CH 21.38 21 3.65 5 20.33 20 3.32 4 

CY 22.45 21 4.56 6 21.28 20 4.20 5 

CZ 23.07 23 4.05 5 21.70 21 3.83 5 

DE 21.82 21 4.02 5 20.73 20 3.43 4 

DK 19.71 20 2.64 3 19.01 19 2.32 2 

EE 20.24 19 3.59 4 19.83 19 3.56 3 

ES 23.95 24 5.09 7 23.49 23 4.78 6 

FI 20.50 20 3.36 3 19.11 19 2.46 2 

FR 21.35 21 3.84 4 20.67 20 3.41 4 

HR 24.93 24 6.18 8 22.30 21 4.50 6 

HU 22.79 22 4.08 5 21.75 21 4.20 5 

IE 22.24 21 4.55 6 21.25 20 4.00 5 

IS 19.78 19 3.25 5 18.81 18 2.93 5 

IT 26.28 26 5.63 8 24.68 25 4.57 7 

LT 20.89 20 3.73 5 20.31 20 3.35 4 

LV 20.02 19 3.90 4 20.14 19 4.39 3 

ME 23.41 22 5.58 7 22.30 21 5.14 6 

NL 22.06 21 3.91 5 20.72 20 3.24 3 

NO 19.87 19 3.22 3 19.01 19 2.46 3 

PL 22.95 22 4.66 5 22.33 21 4.63 5 

PT 23.04 23 4.64 6 21.79 21 4.23 5 

RS 22.94 22 5.29 7 21.32 20 4.23 4 

SE 20.24 20 2.99 3 19.25 19 2.66 2 

SI 23.07 23 5.02 7 22.28 21 4.73 5 

SK 22.86 22 4.30 5 22.08 21 4.21 5 

UK 20.99 20 3.96 5 20.23 19 3.31 4 

Total 22.24 21 4.52 6 21.31 20 4.03 4 
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Table A2: Three-level random-intercept linear regression models, highest level of 

parental education 

 M1: Random intercept 

 Men Women 

Age at leaving home     

Fixed-effect parameters     

Highest level of parental education (ref: less than 

lower secondary, ISCED 0-1) 

    

Lower secondary (ISCED 2) 0.0849 (0.100) 0.333*** (0.0802) 

Upper secondary (ISCED 3-4) -0.0520 (0.0920) 0.524*** (0.0746) 

Tertiary (ISCED 5-6) -0.207* (0.101) 0.451*** (0.0826) 

Birth cohort (ref: 1950s)     

1960s 0.246** (0.0769) 0.244*** (0.0631) 

1970s 0.271*** (0.0811) 0.262*** (0.0666) 

1980s -0.501*** (0.0920) -0.436*** (0.0754) 

Area of residence (ref: rural)     

Urban 0.0751 (0.0649) 0.265*** (0.0539) 

ESS round (ref: round 3)     

ESS round 9 0.458*** (0.0647) 0.435*** (0.0540) 

Constant 21.73*** (0.294) 20.24*** (0.267) 

Random-effect parameters     

Intercept variance,     

Country level 2.229** (0.605) 1.876* (0.508) 

Intercept variance,     

Regional level 0.095*** (0.034) 0.100*** (0.027) 

Residual variance 17.311*** (0.169) 14.023*** (0.125) 

Observations 20941  25235  

 

Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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CHAPTER 3 

Leaving the parental home during the COVID-19 pandemic: the case of 

Southern Europe 5 

Abstract 

In 2020, COVID-19-related governmental restrictions forced individuals to radically change 

their habits, possibly impacting on their living arrangements. Whether COVID-19 affected 

young adults’ propensity to leave the parental home is still unknown; Southern Europe is of 

particular interest, as youth experience the ‘latest-late’ transition to adulthood, face uncertainty 

in the labour market, and receive low welfare support. Using EU-SILC longitudinal data from 

Greece, Spain, Italy, and Portugal, this study examines how home-leaving rates evolved in the 

short-term and explores the relationship between governmental restrictions, economic 

characteristics of households and young adults, and leaving home behaviours. Descriptive 

analyses reveal that the share of young adults leaving the parental home in Southern Europe 

between 2019 and 2020 slightly increased compared to previous years. Discrete-time event 

history models show that the propensity to leave the parental home increases with the stringency 

of policy measures. Young adults with the highest likelihood to leave home are employed 

individuals whose households are in the lowest income quintile as well as students from the 

highest income quintile, suggesting that, in these countries, residential independence is 

associated with either the acquisition of economic resources in the labour market or the 

availability of family resources. We interpret this result in favour of an ‘independence effect’ 

exerted by COVID-19-related restrictions on young adults; future research might establish 

whether this trend is temporary or persistent over time. 

 

Keywords: COVID-19; economic resources; leaving home; Southern Europe; transition to 

adulthood; young adults. 
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3.1  Introduction 

COVID-19 has radically altered the way scholars study population change and life courses (R. 

A. Settersten et al., 2020; Zagheni, 2021). When the virus spread and lockdown measures were 

implemented across Europe, mobility limitations were imposed for indefinite periods of time 

over non-necessary movements, abruptly changing people’s everyday lives. While the health 

consequences of the pandemic were particularly severe for the older age groups, lockdowns, 

closures, and curfews affected the wellbeing of young adults in particular (Eurofound, 2021; 

Lucchini et al., 2021; Puerto Gonzalez et al., 2020), as youth is a ‘demographically dense’ 

period of life (Rindfuss, 1991). During this life stage, individuals transition from school to 

work, from their families of origin to independent living, and form affective relationships that 

may consolidate later in life. Whether and how the restrictions enacted to limit the spread of the 

virus changed young adults’ propensity to engage in certain behaviours such as leaving the 

parental home, starting a non-marital cohabitation, getting married, or having a child (i.e., the 

events marking the transition to adulthood) is of paramount importance to understand the life-

course consequences of the pandemic for young adults, their families and their social 

relationships on both the short- and long-term (Settersten et al., 2020). 

The first studies in this area relied on small samples, collected with ad-hoc surveys, e.g., 

aimed at studying marriage intentions in Italy (Guetto et al., 2021), and intentions about leaving 

the parental home and childbearing in Italy, Spain, France, Germany, and the United Kingdom 

(Luppi et al., 2020, 2021). On the contrary, the consequences of the pandemic on fertility have 

been analysed extensively, also in cross-country comparisons (Aassve et al., 2021; Cozzani et 

al., 2023; Lappegård et al., 2023). Whether and how COVID-related restrictions affected home-

leaving behaviours is still unknown. Leaving the parental home is a key event in young adults’ 

transition to adulthood, which is likely to be postponed during recessionary periods due to the 

increased economic hardship (Aassve, Cottini, et al., 2013; Sironi, 2018), thereby delaying 

other transitions such as partnership formation or childbearing. In Southern Europe, where 

young people tend to exit from their parents’ home late compared to the rest of the continent, 

and where youth economic prospects were particularly uncertain already before the onset of the 

pandemic due to high youth unemployment rates, the pandemic may have delayed even further 

home-leaving transitions.  
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Building on a large body of comparative research on the event of leaving home and on 

its economic determinants (Aassve et al., 2002; Avery et al., 1992; Iacovou, 2010), this 

contribution focuses on Southern European countries (Spain, Portugal, Greece, and Italy) and 

aims (1) to descriptively explore short-term trends in home-leaving patterns, (2) to assess 

whether and how the COVID-related restrictions were associated with the decision to leave the 

parental home, and how this association varies depending on young adults’ economic 

conditions and the economic conditions of their families of origin. Our sources of data are the 

European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), a European-level 

household survey with a panel component providing a wide range of information on household 

members, combined with the Oxford COVID-19 Stringency Index (Hale et al., 2021), 

measuring governmental restrictions at a detailed time scale for a large number of countries. 

EU-SILC data allow to study leaving home decisions of young adults aged 18-35 who, before 

the onset of the pandemic, were co-residing with their parents.  

The focus on Southern Europe is motivated by both theoretical and empirical reasons. 

On the theoretical side, Southern Europe represents an ideal study setting. Spain, Portugal, 

Greece, and Italy can be considered homogenous in various respects: all share a familistic 

welfare state (Ferrera, 1996), strong family ties (Reher, 1998), and a ‘latest-late’ transition to 

adulthood (Billari et al., 2002; Billari, 2004), resulting in relatively high levels of 

intergenerational co-residence; in addition, the health and economic repercussions of COVID-

19 as well as the governmental response to it have been comparable (European Commission, 

2022). From the empirical point of view, we take advantage of the fact that, differently from 

the majority of the surveyed countries, EU-SILC data have been collected in the second half of 

2020 in Southern European countries, hence after the enforcement of lockdowns. We contribute 

to the literature in different ways: first, by studying changes in home-leaving behaviours related 

to the COVID-19 pandemic; second, by deepening the knowledge about the role played by 

economic factors on young adults’ choices during a period of great uncertainty; third, by 

including Portugal and Greece in the Southern European cluster, as many studies on the 

transition to adulthood have extensively focused on Spain and/or Italy. 

3.2  The COVID-19 pandemic in Southern Europe 

The COVID-19 virus started spreading in Europe in the first months of 2020, Italy being the 

first country in the world to introduce a nationwide lockdown on March 9th. Greece followed 
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shortly afterwards, imposing a lockdown starting from March 11th, Spain on March 14th, and 

Portugal on March 18th. During the lockdown, in all the considered countries schools and 

universities were closed, it was not possible to move from the place of residence unless in case 

of necessity (e.g., for grocery shopping), international travel was stopped, and all non-essential 

businesses and industries were closed. Notably, Southern European countries imposed the 

tightest restrictions in the whole Europe (European Commission, 2022). Depending on country-

level specificities, lockdown restrictions were progressively eased between April and June. 

After the summer, when only limited measures such as recommendations to maintain social 

distancing and use face masks were adopted, infections started to rise again (the so-called 

second wave) and restriction measures were implemented to limit the spread of the virus, 

although not in the form of nationwide lockdowns: by November 2020, all the four Southern 

European countries had introduced curfews during the night, and restrictions to individual 

mobility and economic activities were in some cases adapted at the local level (e.g., across 

Italian NUTS-2 regions and Greek NUTS-3 regions). These measures remained in place until 

the first months of 2021. 

 Governmental restrictions had negative economic repercussions on economic activities 

as they remained closed for a long period of time; Southern European countries experienced 

the largest drop in their gross domestic product and employment rates, with Spain being the 

country most severely hit (Moreira et al., 2021). Young adults were particularly vulnerable to 

the economic impact of the pandemic in Southern Europe, where precarious and low-paid jobs 

were widespread among young people well before the onset of the pandemic, particularly in the 

aftermath of the Great Recession (Aassve, Cottini, et al., 2013; Sironi, 2018). Youth 

unemployment increased dramatically in 2020 for different reasons. First, young people are 

more likely to be employed in the sectors hit hardest by the crisis, i.e., retail, accommodation, 

tourism, and food services. Also, because they are often employed with short-term contracts, it 

is easier to lay young people off compared to older workers who are more likely to have 

permanent contracts (Eurofound, 2021; Puerto Gonzalez et al., 2020). 

The psychological toll of the restrictions has been large for adolescents and young 

adults, as demonstrated by several studies: research on Italy has shown that mental health 

deteriorated more during the first lockdown among individuals aged 16-34 compared to the rest 

of the population (Lucchini et al., 2021), and comparative research has indicated that 

differences in mental health between younger an older individuals were more pronounced in 
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the countries where the COVID-19 outbreak was most severe (Maffly-Kipp et al., 2021). 

Negative psychological consequences were exacerbated in low-income and minority 

communities, as individuals belonging to these groups may not have access to critical resources, 

were more exposed to contagion, and are generally less equipped to face uncertainty (Maffly-

Kipp et al., 2021). 

3.3  Theoretical framework 

3.3.1 Determinants of leaving home 

Leaving the parental home is a key event of the transition to adulthood, as it (ideally) marks the 

process of becoming independent from the family of origin. According to the life-course 

perspective, life trajectories depend on opportunities and constraints at both the individual and 

contextual level, with human agency being at the core of any behavioural process (Giele & 

Elder, 1998). While a comprehensive theory of agency in the life-course has yet to be 

formulated, life-course decisions such as leaving home are aimed at increasing – or maintaining 

– one’s wellbeing (see e.g., the discussion in Bernardi et al., 2019). Decisions may also be 

conditioned by biographical experiences occurred in the past (‘shadows of the past’) and 

expectations about the consequences of leaving in the future (‘shadows of the future’) (Bernardi 

et al., 2019). Normative factors such as the existence of perceived age norms or deadlines 

among peers or family members do play a role in determining home-leaving intentions 

(Schwanitz et al., 2021) and behaviours (Billari & Liefbroer, 2007). Gender also matters, with 

women traditionally leaving home before men due to earlier family formation, especially in 

Southern Europe (Billari et al., 2001). 

 Objective conditions and subjective norms that may favour or hinder the decision to 

leave home vary greatly according to the social and geographical context of young adults. 

Parental approval concerning home-leaving decisions matters more in those contexts where the 

welfare state is weak and does not support young adults’ economic independence, as it has been 

shown for Italy (Schwanitz et al., 2021; Tosi, 2017), while preferences towards autonomy and 

individualism are emphasized over family relations in Northern and Western Europe (Reher, 

1998). In Southern Europe, family ties tend to be strong and young adults rely on their families 

of origin for longer periods compared to Nordic countries: it is thus considered acceptable to 

co-reside with parents until the late 20s-early 30s. Relatedly, Mediterranean and Nordic 
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countries represent, respectively, the ‘latest-late’ and the ‘earliest-early’ model of the transition 

to adulthood (Billari et al., 2002; Billari, 2004). 

Economic factors are also important determinants of the home-leaving process. At the 

contextual level, few employment opportunities, low wages, or a low availability of dwellings 

may hamper the process of independence (Holdsworth & Irazoqui Solda, 2002; Vitali, 2010), 

particularly so during the Great Recession, when young adults’ economic conditions 

considerably deteriorated, especially in Southern Europe (Aassve, Cottini, et al., 2013; Sironi, 

2018). However, in this group of countries the economic recession did not substantially alter 

the probability of leaving home, due to the traditionally high age at which young people 

experience this event (Aassve, Cottini, et al., 2013; Mazzotta & Parisi, 2019). The availability 

of economic resources – whether own or parental resources – is considered essential to leave 

the parental home; young adults’ own income is positively associated with the probability of 

leaving home (Iacovou, 2010), and this association is particularly pronounced in Southern 

European countries (Aassve et al., 2002). In these countries, uncertain employment prospects 

postpone the exit from the parental home, as this can be used as a ‘shelter against economic 

hardship’ (Aassve et al., 2007, p. 20). Hence, being employed is expected to be positively 

associated with leaving home. Being enrolled in tertiary education programs may not represent 

a push factor for young adults living in Southern European countries, as universities are 

widespread throughout the country, allowing students not to move from the parental home, and 

the provision of on-campus accommodations is rather low compared to Northern and Western 

countries (Billari et al., 2001). However, because parental income represents the main source 

of support for university students, the likelihood to move from home to attend the university 

may well depend on young adults’ socio-economic background (Iacovou, 2010; Mulder & 

Clark, 2002). 

The effect of parental resources on leaving home decisions is instead less clear-cut. If 

parental income is considered, its association with the probability of leaving home is stronger 

in countries with a welfare regime centred on the role of families (Aassve et al., 2002), but 

varies according to young adults’ age. Iacovou’s (2010) findings reveal that a high parental 

income is associated with a lower probability of leaving home at younger ages, hence when 

parents consider it to be ‘too early’, and a higher probability to leave home at older ages, i.e., 

at around age 30 in Southern Europe. We know from previous literature that intentions and the 

ability to realize such intentions during the transition to adulthood are socially stratified (Billari 
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et al., 2019), with youth from more affluent families being more likely to realize their intentions 

compared to those from less affluent families. Thus, young adults from advantaged 

backgrounds may be encouraged to leave the parental home because their parents value 

independence (Arnett, 2000) and can provide them with financial help. This is commonly 

referred to as the ‘socialization hypothesis’ and is consistent with findings by Billari et al. 

(2019), who measure parental socio-economic status using indicators of parental educational 

level and occupation. On the contrary, according to the ‘feathered nest’ hypothesis (Avery et 

al., 1992), an advantaged family background may delay young adults’ independence because 

of the availability of comfortable spaces where to live. This hypothesis has been confirmed in 

a comparative framework by Angelini et al. (2022) using data on older cohorts (1936-1956) 

and a composite measure of parental socio-economic background during childhood, and by 

Ferraretto and Vitali (2023) for women born in younger cohorts living in Southern and Eastern 

European countries. It follows that young adults living in crowded spaces or in large families 

with many siblings (Holdsworth, 2000) tend to leave the parental home earlier. Family structure 

may also affect leaving home decisions through other channels: while it is well established that 

young adults from non-intact families tend to leave earlier than young adults from intact 

families (Aquilino, 1991), in Southern Europe living in a lone-parent family decreases the 

probability to leave (Iacovou, 2010), but this may also depend on the number of siblings living 

at home (Mencarini et al., 2012). Parental resources may thus, depending on the context, slow 

down or accelerate young adults’ transition out from the parental home. 

3.3.2 Leaving home during the 2020 pandemic 

As discussed in the previous sections, governmental restrictions in 2020 varied according to the 

evolution of the pandemic, sometimes also at the subnational level; however, leaving home, or 

more in general relocating, has never been prohibited when considered necessary. As a result 

of the restrictions in the freedom of movement, in economic activities, and of school and 

university closures, it can be expected that, on the one hand, young people returned to their 

parents’ home, as suggested by a study conducted in the United Kingdom finding that 10.2% 

of youth aged 19 moved back with their parents as of May 2020 (Evandrou et al., 2021). Still, 

the aforementioned study does not report the reasons behind young adults’ choice of returning 

home, and, to the best of our knowledge, the only official statistics on young adults’ changes in 

living arrangements during the COVID-19 pandemic consists of cross-sectional data published 
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by Eurostat6 on the share of young adults living with parents, which might be biased by 

sampling criteria (Jenkins & Van Kerm, 2017) and by missing information on previous living 

arrangements. On the other hand, for those who were living with their parents, the pandemic 

may have altered young adults’ plans for leaving the parental home. Preliminary evidence by 

Luppi et al. (2021) showed that leaving home intentions in 2020 were revised downwards in 

Italy and Spain and partially so in the United Kingdom, but not in France and in Germany, and 

that negative revisions are associated with precarious employment conditions and bad economic 

prospects about the future. 

 Indeed, the restrictions enacted to limit the spread of contagion may have - directly or 

indirectly - affected home-leaving decisions in different ways. Figure 3.1 illustrates two 

possible scenarios along with the potential mechanisms underpinning changes in young adults’ 

home-leaving behaviours during the pandemic. In the first scenario, restrictions may have 

prevented young adults from leaving home (‘protection effect’) because of the increased 

uncertainty about the future, which has been shown to negatively affect marriage and fertility 

intentions (Guetto et al., 2021; Vignoli et al., 2020), but also because co-residence is the most 

common way of supporting children in familistic societies such as those of Southern Europe 

(Albertini et al., 2007), or due to income losses or reduced spending power at the individual or 

family level. In the second scenario, restrictions may have, on the contrary, encouraged young 

adults to leave home (‘independence effect’) for the following (not mutually exclusive) reasons: 

firstly, given that many people were forced to work or to study from home and face-to-face 

contacts with non-family members – such as non-coresident romantic partners - were drastically 

reduced, contact frequency between cohabiting parents and children was increased (Settersten 

et al., 2020), possibly causing more stress and conflicts at the individual and family level 

(Evandrou et al., 2021). Secondly, households’ savings could actually have increased during 

the pandemic as most economic activities were closed (Dossche et al., 2021), increasing own 

and parental economic resources; lastly, young people may have wanted to move out to 

safeguard their family members from COVID-19 contagion. These two opposite mechanisms 

displayed in Figure 3.1 are in line with findings from a qualitative study on young people’s 

housing transitions during the pandemic in Poland, identifying two typologies of housing 

 
6 Data code: ilc_lvps08 
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situations among young adults living with their parents before and during the pandemic: 

‘appreciated nesting’ vs. ‘burdensome nesting’ (Kajta et al., 2023). 

As shown in Figure 3.1, the association between COVID-19 restrictions and the 

probability to leave home may vary according to young adults as well as their households’ 

economic conditions: young adults with high parental socio-economic status (SES) are more 

likely to leave home even in difficult times, because they are more in control of their own 

possibilities, and more opportunities are open to them (Settersten et al., 2020); similarly, having 

a job should decrease one’s uncertainty about the future, increasing the chances to become 

residentially independent from one’s parent. Our expectations do not differ between women 

and men. 

Figure 3.1: COVID-19 and leaving home: overview of the possible scenarios and mechanisms 

 

 

3.4  Data and methods 

3.4.1 Dataset 

The European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC) are the main 

source of information on the economic conditions of households and individuals in Europe 

(Wirth & Pforr, 2022). It is a household survey providing comparable cross-sectional and 

longitudinal microdata used to monitor poverty and social exclusion at the European level. Data 

are collected at the household as well as at the individual level; notably, basic demographic data 

on all household members are collected, while economic conditions are measured only on 
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individuals aged 16 years and (Wirth & Pforr, 2022). The longitudinal survey has a four-year 

rotational design, leading to an unbalanced short panel where each household and its members 

can be observed for a minimum of one and a maximum of four years. Respondents are 

interviewed yearly, but information is provided on the quarter in which the interview was 

conducted; moreover, when a household member leaves the household, information on that 

specific member is no longer collected, but the remaining household members are asked to 

recall retrospectively the quarter in which the individual left. It should be noted that the 

definition of household in EU-SILC does not equate that of family, therefore this dataset does 

not allow to distinguish between biological, foster, and step-parents (Iacovou et al., 2012), or, 

equivalently, between full and half siblings, a limitation that will be addressed in the revision 

of EU-SILC from 2021 onwards (Wirth & Pforr, 2022). In addition, the follow-up of individuals 

in their new households after moving from the previous one is low (Iacovou et al., 2012), and 

varying from country to country, making it difficult to differentiate analyses by the destination 

of leaving home (such as living with a partner, with a flatmate, etc); home-returning events are 

also rare in this dataset. 

Its longitudinal component covering 2017-2020 is exploited here (EU-SILC 2022 

Release 27). In 2020, the process of data collection has been impacted by the pandemic: some 

countries postponed or extended the fieldwork, others changed the mode of data collection from 

personal interviews to telephone or web interviewing. For most countries, the survey year 2020 

cannot be associated with the pandemic, as the EU-SILC fieldwork was conducted in a period 

including the first quarter of 2020, i.e., before restriction measures were implemented8. In 

Southern Europe, on the contrary, the fieldwork was conducted in the second half of 2020, more 

precisely in the second, third, and fourth quarter in Portugal, third and fourth in Greece, fourth 

only in Spain and Italy, hence after the outbreak of the COVID pandemic. The fieldwork took 

place in the third and/or fourth quarter in Luxembourg, Poland, and Serbia as well; these 

countries were not included in the analyses as they cannot be compared with Southern Europe 

nor constitute a homogenous cluster of countries per se. A total of 159,168 individuals are 

interviewed in Southern European countries.  

 
7 https://doi.org/10.2907/EUSILC2004-2020V.3 

Access was granted for the research proposal RPP 83/2021-EU-SILC. 
8 The fieldwork included the first quarter of 2020 in the following countries: Austria, Belgium, 

Switzerland, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Croatia, Hungary, Ireland, Lithuania, 

Latvia, Netherlands, Sweden, Slovenia, Slovakia. 

https://doi.org/10.2907/EUSILC2004-2020V.3
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3.4.2 Sample 

First, we descriptively compare the living arrangements of young adults aged 18-35 who were 

interviewed in 2019, i.e., the year prior to the COVID-19 outbreak, and in the second half of 

2020, i.e., during the outbreak. For comparison, we also analyse the living arrangements of 

youth observed in each pair of consecutive years prior to 2019 (i.e., 2017/18, 2018/19). Because 

in this first step of the analysis we compute aggregate measures only, the sample is composed 

of all individuals observed in both pair of consecutive years (53,030 respondents in 2017/18, 

81,191 in 2018/19, 87,249 in 2019/20). To put Southern Europe in context, descriptive analyses 

on all European countries included in EU-SILC9 are presented in the Appendix.  

Second, we run regression analyses. The analytical sample of regression models consists 

of young adults (aged 18-35 when entering the panel) living in Spain, Portugal, Greece, or Italy 

(26,597 respondents), co-residing with their parents at their first observation (16,654), and with 

no missing or invalid information on the variables of interest. By using these criteria, we obtain 

a sample of 16,288 respondents, amounting to 36,694 person-years. Respondents are included 

in the sample of regression models also when present in only one wave, as we reconstruct our 

data from years to quarters (see below); however, only 11% of respondents in our sample have 

been interviewed only once, 31% and 32% are present in two and three waves respectively, and 

26% have been interviewed four times. 

3.4.3 Dependent, explanatory, and control variables 

Our event of interest is leaving the parental home. Individuals are identified as leaving home in 

our regression analyses if they satisfy three conditions: 1) they co-reside with their parent(s) at 

wave t, 2) they move out from the household at wave t+1, and 3) at wave t+1 information by 

remaining household members is provided on the quarter when the young adult left the 

household (if not re-interviewed), or they are observed in a new household. In this way, leaving 

home events cannot be due to attrition from the panel. 

Our main explanatory variable is the Oxford COVID-19 Stringency Index (Hale et al., 

2021), a measure summarizing the stringency of nine policy measures10 implemented to contain 

 
9 At the moment of writing, 2020 longitudinal data have not been released for Germany, Iceland, and the 

United Kingdom. 
10 The nine metrics are: school closures; workplace closures; cancellation of public events; restrictions 

on public gatherings; closures of public transport; stay-at-home requirements; public information campaigns; 

restrictions on internal movements; and international travel controls. 
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the spreading of the epidemic, ranging from zero (no measure) to 100 (strictest response) and 

calculated on a daily basis for a broad range of countries. In case policies vary within a given 

country, the index refers to the strictest areas; unfortunately, the index is not available at the 

subnational level for the considered countries. We calculate the quarterly average of the 

stringency index for each country. To facilitate the interpretation of results, the index is 

transformed into a categorical variable taking value 0 in country-quarters characterized by 

absence of restrictions (a value assumed for all quarters preceding the first quarter of 2020, i.e., 

before the outbreak of the pandemic), 1 in country-quarters characterized by a low stringency 

level of restrictions (1-50), and 2 in country-quarters characterized by high stringency (51-100).  

To account for young adults’ economic conditions and economic conditions of their 

households of origin, we include a number of variables, available at the yearly level in EU-

SILC. First, households’ economic conditions are captured by the equivalized disposable 

household income, converted into within-country quintiles11 to ensure comparability across the 

considered countries as well as across households with different family sizes (Aassve et al., 

2002; Iacovou, 2010). This measure of income amounts to the income available for saving or 

spending after tax and deductions in the previous calendar year, divided by the number of 

household members (converted into equivalized adults with the OECD equivalence scale). 

Second, young adults’ conditions are measured by their self-defined current economic status, 

distinguishing between employed and self-employed individuals, unemployed, inactive, and 

students/trainees. For those individuals who leave the parental home, for whom information on 

employment status in the quarter when they left home is unavailable because they are not 

followed up, the employment status of the previous interview is used (1,839 cases imputed). 

Third, we include other characteristics of the household at the first observation such as the 

crowding index, measured as the number of household members divided by the number of 

rooms, and whether a single parent vs. two parents were present in the household. Control 

variables include country fixed effects, gender, birth cohort in five years groups, and age (time-

varying in quarters, linear and squared). 

3.4.4 Analytical strategy 

For descriptive analyses, following the strategy used, e.g., by Mazzotta & Parisi, 2019, we 

compute country-specific yearly home-leaving rates between t and t+1, measured as the number 

 
11 Calculated on the entire sample, i.e., before sample selection. 
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of young adults leaving the parental home between t and at t+1 divided by the number of young 

adults living with their parents at t, for each pair of consecutive years between 2017 and 2020. 

In these analyses, we do not use the information related to the quarter of leaving home, but only 

that related to year, as we are interested in capturing transitions from one wave to the following. 

We exclude from the number of young adults leaving the parental home those individuals absent 

from the household at wave t+1 because of death (N = 16). 

In a second step, discrete-time event history regression models are used to estimate the 

likelihood of leaving the parental home in a given quarter. For this particular analysis, we 

reshape our data in a person-quarters format (N = 102,175), and measure survival time in 

quarters starting from age 18 (considered as the minimum age at risk of leaving the parental 

home). We censor an episode if the individual has not left the parental home according to the 

three criteria illustrated above by the last observation, or if he or she is identified as missing 

from the parental home for reasons other than leaving (such as death). If the individual is re-

interviewed in a new household, and no information is provided by the previous household 

members on the timing of leaving home, the quarter of leaving home is imputed to the quarter 

before the interview (N = 307 on the overall sample of 159,168 individuals). Logistic regression 

models are used, corresponding to a proportional hazard model in a continuous-time setting 

(Allison, 1982). The time dependency of the hazard is captured by age. It should be noted that 

episodes are artificially created since age 18 for the sake of event history models only; that is 

to say, we exploit only the information collected in the window of observation of the survey - 

i.e., from one to four years maximum since the age when first entering the panel - and do not 

use episodes occurring before the first interview. Since no retrospective information on 

respondents’ life histories is available, it is possible that some individuals had already left and 

returned the parental home before entering the panel; given that the age at which young adults 

leave home is relatively high in Southern Europe, we assume that this circumstance concerns a 

minority of cases. 

The following discrete-time event history logistic regression models are estimated: a 

null model including controls for the stringency index and basic control variables (country fixed 

effects, gender, cohort, age, age squared); a model controlling for household’s characteristics 

and young adults’ employment status (Model 1); two additional models (Models 2 and 3) 

including interaction terms between the stringency index and young adults’ employment status, 

and between stringency and household income; and a fourth model including an interaction 
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term between employment status and household income, by levels of stringency (Model 4). The 

latter model allows to simultaneously consider the interplay between our main explanatory 

variables. Average marginal effects from the null model as well as from Model 1 are also 

presented by gender. We conduct robustness checks with alternative model specifications. 

3.5  Results 

3.5.1 Descriptive results 

Figure 3.2 shows how young adults’ yearly home-leaving rates evolved between 2017 and 2020 

in Greece, Spain, Italy, and Portugal.  

Figure 3.2: Home-leaving rates between two consecutive years (t, t+1), 2017-2020 by country 

  

Source: EU-SILC 2020 panel, Release 2, 2022.  

Note: Home-leaving rates are calculated for each country and for each pair of consecutive years as the 

number of young adults leaving the parental home at t+1, divided by the number of young adults living 

with their parents at t. 2019/20 rates can be associated with the pandemic. N=53,030 in 2017/18, 

N=81,191 in 2018/19, and N=87,242 in 2019/20. 

In all the four countries, the share of young people leaving home during the pandemic, 

i.e., between 2019 and the second half of 2020 (hence after the outbreak of the pandemic), 

exceeds that of the previous years (2018/19) by 0.4 to 5 percentage points. Italy is the country 

with the highest home-leaving rate: 16.8% of young adults who were living with their parents 

in 2019 left the parental home in 2020, followed by Spain (13.6%), Greece (11.3%), and 

Portugal (8.2%). To get a sense of the magnitude of these rates and their variation inside Europe, 

home-leaving rates are presented for each country in the dataset in Figure A1 in the Appendix. 

Trends are in line with previous results (Mazzotta & Parisi, 2019): in Finland, Denmark, and 
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Sweden between 25% and 35% of young adults leave the parental home each year; Western 

European countries oscillate between 10% and 15% as most Eastern European countries, except 

for the ultra-low values (< 1%) of Romania and Slovakia. As discussed above, data referring to 

2020 have been collected in a period including the first quarter for most of the countries in 

Figure A1, hence the comparison of home-leaving rates between 2019 and 2020 cannot be 

associated with the pandemic in these cases. We eventually note that 2019/20 home-leaving 

rates in Poland and Serbia, two countries where the fieldwork in 2020 was conducted after the 

onset of the pandemic, are, similarly to Southern Europe, higher than those of the previous 

years, while these are lower in Luxembourg. 

We furthermore calculate home-returning rates as the share of adults returning to the 

parental home between t and at t+1 divided by the number of young adults living independently 

at t for each couple of years (available on demand). Similarly to previous studies (Mazzotta & 

Parisi, 2019), the resulting rates are very low, that is, below 0.8% on average for all European 

countries, with no clear pattern emerging from the data and considerable cross-country 

variation; among Greek, Spanish, Italian and Portuguese youth aged 18-35, a negligible number 

of home-returning events (N= 92) is observed among a sample of 26,597 individuals. 

Figure 3.3 illustrates the daily trend of the Oxford COVID-19 Stringency Index in 

Southern European countries for the year 2020. National-level lockdowns can be clearly 

recognized, with stringency jumping from zero to 80/90 in March 2020, to then decrease around 

May and during the summer. Stringency rises again starting from November, when new 

restrictions were adopted in all of the four countries. Italy was the first country to impose 

restrictions and where, compared to the other countries, policy measures remained stringent for 

the entire year. In Spain, Portugal, and Greece, stringent policy measures were adopted with a 

slight delay and fluctuated considerably between May and November. Across person-quarters, 

the stringency index is distributed as follows: in 75% of cases, no restriction was in place; low 

and high restrictions characterize 7.5% and 17.5% of the sample, respectively. 
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Figure 3.3: Oxford COVID-19 Stringency Index, daily trend (2020), Southern European 

countries 

 

Source: Hale et al., 2021. Figure by the authors. 

Table 3.1 presents descriptive statistics of the sample used in regression analyses (in 

persons-years). Descriptive measures show considerable similarities among the four countries: 

the age at leaving home (only for those individuals who left) ranges from age 27 to age 28.3 in 

Italy, the share of employed young adults is comparable (between 40% and 50%), and a small 

proportion of them (always below 4%) was first observed in a family with only one parent. 

Regarding the economic conditions of respondents and of their households, the share of 

unemployed young adults is highest in Greece (26.7%), where also that of students is lowest 

(24.1% compared to an average of 31.1%). In our sample, Greek young adults are also more 

likely to live in households in the first income quintile, compared to their counterparts from the 

other countries, well-distributed across the different income quintiles. Overall, male 

respondents are slightly overrepresented, because of the earlier age at which women tend to 

leave the parental home. 
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Table 3.1: Descriptive statistics by country (person-years), unweighted 

  Country 

 EL ES IT PT Total 

N 8,385 

(22.9%) 

7,862 

(21.4%) 

12,925 

(35.2%) 

7,522 

(20.5%) 

36,694 

(100.0%) 

Self-defined current economic status      
  Employed/self-employed 3,689 

(44.0%) 

3,133 

(39.8%) 

5,975 

(46.2%) 

3,829 

(50.9%) 

16,626 

(45.3%) 

  Unemployed 2,239 

(26.7%) 

1,429 

(18.2%) 

2,224 

(17.2%) 

1,183 

(15.7%) 

7,075 

(19.3%) 

  Inactive 433 

(5.2%) 

403 

(5.1%) 

396 

(3.1%) 

289 

(3.8%) 

1,521 

(4.1%) 

  Student/in training 2,024 

(24.1%) 

2,897 

(36.8%) 

4,330 

(33.5%) 

2,221 

(29.5%) 

11,472 

(31.3%) 

Equivalized disposable household income, 

within-country quintiles      
  1st income quintile 1,948 

(23.2%) 

1,591 

(20.2%) 

2,463 

(19.1%) 

1,531 

(20.4%) 

7,533 

(20.5%) 

  2nd income quintile 1,483 

(17.7%) 

1,527 

(19.4%) 

2,350 

(18.2%) 

1,446 

(19.2%) 

6,806 

(18.5%) 

  3rd income quintile 1,536 

(18.3%) 

1,675 

(21.3%) 

2,601 

(20.1%) 

1,520 

(20.2%) 

7,332 

(20.0%) 

  4th income quintile 1,678 

(20.0%) 

1,575 

(20.0%) 

2,756 

(21.3%) 

1,719 

(22.9%) 

7,728 

(21.1%) 

  5th income quintile 1,740 

(20.8%) 

1,494 

(19.0%) 

2,755 

(21.3%) 

1,306 

(17.4%) 

7,295 

(19.9%) 

Household crowding index 1.137 

(0.416) 

0.816 

(0.324) 

1.120 

(0.438) 

0.883 

(0.331) 

1.010 

(0.414) 

Coming from a single parent household      
  No 8,315 

(99.2%) 

7,636 

(97.1%) 

12,734 

(98.5%) 

7,221 

(96.0%) 

35,906 

(97.9%) 

  Yes 70 

(0.8%) 

226 

(2.9%) 

191 

(1.5%) 

301 

(4.0%) 

788 

(2.1%) 

Birth cohort      
  1980/5 1,082 

(12.9%) 

587 

(7.5%) 

1,342 

(10.4%) 

793 

(10.5%) 

3,804 

(10.4%) 

  1986/90 1,469 

(17.5%) 

1,053 

(13.4%) 

2,168 

(16.8%) 

1,026 

(13.6%) 

5,716 

(15.6%) 

  1990/95 3,276 

(39.1%) 

2,799 

(35.6%) 

5,433 

(42.0%) 

2,766 

(36.8%) 

14,274 

(38.9%) 

  1996+ 2,558 

(30.5%) 

3,423 

(43.5%) 

3,982 

(30.8%) 

2,937 

(39.0%) 

12,900 

(35.2%) 

Age at first observation (18-35) 25.089 

(4.889) 

24.259 

(4.682) 

24.742 

(4.662) 

24.160 

(4.842) 

24.598 

(4.769) 

Age at leaving home 27.410 

(4.916) 

27.068 

(4.277) 

28.303 

(4.349) 

27.129 

(4.392) 

27.661 

(4.493) 

Gender      
  Male 4,997 

(59.6%) 

4,301 

(54.7%) 

6,872 

(53.2%) 

4,272 

(56.8%) 

20,442 

(55.7%) 

  Female 3,388 

(40.4%) 

3,561 

(45.3%) 

6,053 

(46.8%) 

3,250 

(43.2%) 

16,252 

(44.3%) 
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Number of waves (1-4) 2.930 

(0.965) 

2.514 

(0.935) 

2.676 

(0.970) 

2.952 

(0.907) 

2.756 

(0.964) 

3.5.2 Regression results 

Results from the null regression model and from Model 1 are expressed in odds ratios in Table 

3.2 as well as in Average Marginal Effects (AME) in Figure A2 and A3, presented by gender 

in the Appendix. Results from the null model, including basic control variables only, suggest 

that the more stringent the policy measures, the more likely young adults are to leave the 

parental home. The odds of leaving home are 1.644 times higher (p= 0.000) in a quarter with a 

high level of restrictions, i.e., a stringency index bigger than 50, compared to a quarter when 

no restrictions are in place, or, equivalently, a high level of restrictions increases the average 

probability of leaving by 0.9 percentage points. When the level of restrictions is lower than 50, 

the probability of leaving home increases slightly compared to the time when no restriction was 

in place (O.R. = 1.310, p = 0.003). It should be noted that, in line with descriptive results, Italian 

respondents are more likely to leave compared to the other countries, and that no differences 

are detected among different birth cohorts. In line with the literature, the propensity to leave 

home raises with age, and women are more likely to leave home than men. 

In Model 1, when we account for the households’ as well as individuals’ economic 

characteristics, the odds of leaving home with a high level of restrictions remain similar to the 

null model (O.R. = 1.660, p = 0.000). Being in the poorest or in the richest income quintile is 

positively associated with the odds of leaving home in comparison to the middle-income 

quintile (1st quintile: O.R. = 1.223, p = 0.014; 5th quintile: O.R. = 1.169, p = 0.037). Being 

unemployed or inactive markedly decreases the odds of leaving the parental home compared to 

being employed by 30.5% and 51.3% respectively, while the reduction is more limited when 

being a student (18.6%). Neither living with a single parent nor living in a crowded household 

significantly increase the odds of leaving home. 

 Average Marginal Effects for the main covariates of interest are presented separately 

for women and men in the Appendix. Figure A2 presenting results from the null model indicates 

that the coefficients of the stringency index as well as those of the control variables do not differ 

by gender. At a first glance, Figure A3 presenting results from Model 1 may suggest that 

economic characteristics of the household and of young adults affect women and men 
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differently; however, interaction terms in Model 1 (not shown) introduced on employment 

status, household income, and crowding index indicate that this is not the case. 

Table 3.2: Discrete-time logistic regression models on the likelihood of leaving home, 

odds ratios 

 Null model Model 1 

   

Stringency of COVID-related policy measures 

(ref: no measure) 

  

Low 1.310** 1.318** 

 (0.120) (0.121) 

High 1.644*** 1.660*** 

 (0.104) (0.105) 

   

Female 1.229*** 1.264*** 

 (0.0604) (0.0629) 

   

Age (linear) 1.941*** 1.880*** 

 (0.199) (0.195) 

Age (squared) 0.990*** 0.990*** 

 (0.00184) (0.00186) 

   

Birth cohort (ref: 1980/85)   

1986/90 1.000 0.990 

 (0.133) (0.132) 

1990/95 1.239 1.222 

 (0.233) (0.231) 

1996+ 1.265 1.255 

 (0.300) (0.298) 

   

Country fixed effects (ref: EL)   

ES 1.008 1.055 

 (0.0802) (0.0871) 

IT 1.393*** 1.366*** 

 (0.0918) (0.0907) 

PT 1.097 1.117 

 (0.0848) (0.0892) 

   

Own employment status (ref: employed/self-employed)   

Unemployed  0.695*** 

  (0.0491) 

Inactive  0.487*** 

  (0.0760) 

Student/in training  0.814** 

  (0.0602) 

   

Equivalized disposable household income, within-

country quintiles (ref: 3rd quintile) 

  

1st income quintile  1.223* 

  (0.101) 

2nd income quintile  1.075 
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  (0.0888) 

4th income quintile  0.902 

  (0.0713) 

5th income quintile  1.169* 

  (0.0874) 

   

Crowding index  1.128 

  (0.0711) 

   

Lone parent  0.746 

  (0.128) 

   

Observations 102175 102175 
Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

 Several interaction terms are introduced to test whether the association between the 

stringency index and the odds of leaving home depends on the economic characteristics of 

young adults and of their households. Results from Model 2 and Model 3, presented in Table 

3.3, indicate that the association is not dependent on the employment status of respondents or 

on their households’ income, separately considered: the coefficients of the interaction terms are 

not statistically significant. 
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Table 3.3: Discrete-time logistic regression models on the likelihood of leaving home, 

odds ratios 

 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4a Model 4b 

   (no 

restriction

s) 

(high 

stringency

) 

Stringency of COVID-related policy measures 

(ref: no measure) 

    

Low 1.543*** 1.618*   

 (0.170) (0.313)   

High 1.820*** 1.618***   

 (0.141) (0.222)   

     

Own employment status (ref: employed/self-

employed) 

    

Unemployed 0.807* 0.694*** 1.101 0.389** 

 (0.0676) (0.0491) (0.199) (0.141) 

Inactive 0.510*** 0.487*** 0.806 0.645 

 (0.101) (0.0760) (0.297) (0.389) 

Student/in training 0.867 0.815** 0.840 0.327** 

 (0.0757) (0.0602) (0.167) (0.127) 

     

Equivalized disposable household income, within-

country quintiles (ref: 3rd quintile) 

    

1st income quintile 1.215* 1.203 1.842*** 1.774** 

 (0.100) (0.120) (0.240) (0.376) 

2nd income quintile 1.072 1.071 1.261 1.176 

 (0.0886) (0.109) (0.168) (0.232) 

4th income quintile 0.900 0.933 0.977 0.752 

 (0.0712) (0.0907) (0.119) (0.140) 

5th income quintile 1.165* 1.216* 1.040 0.677* 

 (0.0872) (0.113) (0.126) (0.124) 

     

Stringency of policy measures # employment 

status 

    

Low # Unemployed 0.641    

 (0.163)    

Low # Inactive 0.617    

 (0.383)    

Low # Student/in training 0.636    

 (0.165)    

High # Unemployed 0.634**    

 (0.105)    

High # Inactive 0.974    

 (0.331)    

High # Student/in training 0.904    

 (0.134)    

     

Stringency of policy measures # household income 

quintile 

    

Low # 1st income quintile  1.056   
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  (0.296)   

Low # 2nd income quintile  0.829   

  (0.244)   

Low # 4th income quintile  0.554*   

  (0.166)   

Low # 5th income quintile  0.754   

  (0.192)   

High # 1st income quintile  1.063   

  (0.207)   

High # 2nd income quintile  1.091   

  (0.211)   

High # 4th income quintile  1.056   

  (0.194)   

High # 5th income quintile  0.960   

  (0.165)   

     

Employment status # household income quintile     

Unemployed # 1st income quintile   0.394*** 0.682 

   (0.0943) (0.324) 

Unemployed # 2nd income quintile   0.536* 1.003 

   (0.142) (0.496) 

Unemployed # 4th income quintile   0.868 1.941 

   (0.235) (0.972) 

Unemployed # 5th income quintile   1.218 3.184* 

   (0.324) (1.481) 

Inactive # 1st income quintile   0.189** 0.256 

   (0.119) (0.242) 

Inactive # 2nd income quintile   0.274 0.681 

   (0.190) (0.580) 

Inactive # 4th income quintile   0.667 1.051 

   (0.419) (0.894) 

Inactive # 5th income quintile   2.010 1.325 

   (1.045) (1.125) 

Student/in training # 1st income quintile   0.368*** 1.040 

   (0.108) (0.535) 

Student/in training # 2nd income quintile   0.901 0.968 

   (0.241) (0.523) 

Student/in training # 4th income quintile   1.076 2.734* 

   (0.287) (1.278) 

Student/in training # 5th income quintile   2.153** 6.312*** 

   (0.510) (2.709) 

Observations 102175 102175 76635 17912 
Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

Note: the following models include controls for: gender, age (linear and squared), birth cohort, country fixed 

effects, crowding index, lone parent. 
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Lastly, the relationship between disposable household income, young adults’ 

employment status, the stringency index, and the propensity to leave home is explored by Model 

4 (Table 3.3). Model 4 includes an interaction between household income and employment 

status and has been estimated separately on observations characterized by no restrictions (N = 

76,635) and by a high stringency (17,912). Results presented in Figure 3.4 show that, while for 

young adults who live in high-income households the probability of leaving home does not 

depend on their employment status, for young adults coming from lower-income households 

being employed is positively associated with the likelihood of leaving home. Such differences 

are less marked in the middle-income quintiles and hold in both scenarios. Individuals with the 

highest predicted probability of leaving the parental home with high restrictions compared to 

the reference category (employed, third quintile) are employed/self-employed individuals in the 

first income quintile (p = 0.0545) and students from the fifth income quintile (p = 0.0437). 

Figure 3.4: Predicted probability of leaving the parental home by household income quintile 

and young adults’ employment status by levels of restrictions, with 95% C.I. 

 

Source: EU-SILC 2020 panel, Release 2, 2022. Results from Model 4a and 4b (Table 3.3). 
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3.5.3 Robustness checks 

Results are robust to different thresholds identifying low and high stringency levels of 

restrictions (not shown). Results are consistent when using the continuous measure of the 

Stringency Index as well, ranging from 0 to 100. In addition, we test whether the stringency 

index has a lagged effect on the probability of leaving home; that is, we use the stringency index 

of the quarter t-1 to predict the probability to leave in the quarter t and obtain that both a low 

(O.R. = 1.501, p = 0.000) or a high (O.R. = 1.652, p = 0.000) level of restrictions are associated 

with an increased probability to leave home. The other coefficients do not change substantially 

from those presented in Model 1, Table 3.2. Another control variable used in previous 

regression models whose coefficient was not significant was the degree of urbanization of the 

area of residence. Results do not vary if regional12 fixed effects are used instead of country 

fixed effects. The association between the stringency index and the outcome does not depend 

on age, therefore not violating the proportional hazards assumption. 

3.6  Conclusions and discussion 

Our study contributes to the literature on the transition to adulthood by exploring how young 

adults’ leaving home patterns were associated in 2020 with COVID-related restrictions in 

Greece, Spain, Italy, and Portugal, i.e., four Southern-European countries characterized by a 

‘latest-late’ pattern of transition to adulthood (Billari et al., 2002; Billari, 2004), and how this 

association depends on micro-level economic characteristics. We exploit the longitudinal 

component of EU-SILC data (2017-2020) and the Oxford COVID-19 Stringency Index (Hale 

et al., 2021) to perform descriptive analyses and to model the probability of leaving the parental 

home for young adults living with their parents when first observed with discrete-time logistic 

regression models. To the best of our knowledge, this is one of the first comparative studies on 

leaving home behaviours during the pandemic, as well as among the first studies on the 

transition to adulthood offering a broad perspective on Southern European countries. 

Results show that in Southern European countries home-leaving rates in 2020 slightly 

exceeded those of the pre-pandemic period, pointing to a (slow) acceleration of the process of 

leaving home during the first pandemic year. This descriptive result is confirmed by regression 

analyses, furthermore showing that not only the presence/absence of restrictions matters, but 

 
12 Operationalized with NUTS regions; specifically, in Greece and Italy information is available only at 

the NUTS-1 level, in Spain and Portugal at NUTS-2 level. 
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also the level of stringency: a high level of restrictions increases the probability of leaving home 

more than a low level of restrictions. We interpret this result in favour of an ‘independence 

effect’, which could be explained by a mix of factors: young adults may have been more prone 

to leave their parents’ home during 2020 to escape from forced co-residence and gain some 

independence, e.g., in terms of private spaces where to work, meet friends, or partners. This 

explanation is in line with findings on the negative effects of the restrictions on mental health 

for young adults (Eurofound, 2021; Lucchini et al., 2021; Maffly-Kipp et al., 2021): moving 

out from the parental home could be regarded as a strategy to safeguard, or improve, one own’s 

wellbeing. We can thus speculate that young adults used their own or their families’ financial 

means to establish an independent living following the imposition of tough restrictions on 

individual freedom. Although these mechanisms could not be tested here, the decision to leave 

the parental home might have been motivated by increased savings or also by the willingness 

to limit the spread of the virus to family members. The independence effect does not depend on 

household income or on own employment status, when considered separately. Our findings 

reveal that, in Southern Europe, the COVID-19 pandemic produced different effects on young 

adults’ leaving home behaviours compared to the economic recession of the previous decade, 

which did not substantially alter home-leaving rates (Aassve, Cottini, et al., 2013; Mazzotta & 

Parisi, 2019), by creating a situation where co-residence was not a choice, and where young 

adults lost part of the autonomy inside their parents’ home they might have enjoyed in pre-

pandemic times. In other European countries characterized by less stringent policy measures 

and by an earlier transition to independence, restrictions might not have substantially altered 

the number of leaving home events but might have triggered ‘boomerang moves’ (see Evandrou 

et al., 2021 on the United Kingdom); on the contrary, as suggested by descriptive results 

presented in the Appendix, similar trends might be observed in countries where young adults’ 

age at leaving home is comparatively high, such as Poland (Kajta et al., 2023). 

Additionally, our study expands previous findings on the economic determinants of 

leaving home (Aassve et al., 2002; Iacovou, 2010) by providing an in-depth analysis of 

Southern Europe during a time of uncertainty. In line with existing research, we find that young 

adults’ own employment is an important push factor for both women and men. Differently from 

Western and Northern Europe (Billari et al., 2001) as well as from the United States (Mulder 

& Clark, 2002), being a university student does not mark a difference in the probability to leave 

the parental home in Italy, Spain, Greece, and Portugal. Interestingly, our findings show that, 
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when compared to the middle quintile, the odds of leaving home are higher for the offspring of 

the households belonging both to the lowest and to the highest income quintile, in line with the 

mixed evidence from previous studies. When making the association between own employment 

status and leaving home conditional on household income, it emerges that, both in pre-

pandemic and in pandemic times, the likelihood of leaving the parental home increases for 

young adults living in lower-income households when they are employed, while the relevance 

of having a job declines the wealthier the family of origin. The opposite trend is followed by 

students or trainees, who are more likely to leave home among wealthier households. This 

finding suggests that the independence effect works differently when considering respondents’ 

and households’ economic characteristics simultaneously. Because the family is the main 

provider of financial support and acquiring work experience while studying is not popular in 

Southern European countries, moving out for study reasons is an option only for young adults 

belonging to families with an advantaged socio-economic background. On the contrary, for 

those lacking parental resources, leaving home becomes possible only when employed. In sum, 

this chapter sheds light on the interplay between achieved and ascribed financial resources in 

the process of gaining residential independence. 

 Our analyses are not without limitations. Due to the survey design, we are not able to 

reconstruct retrospective histories, hence we cannot distinguish first-time movers from those 

having ‘boomeranged’ back to the parental home before being observed for the first time. 

However, the low number of events of home-returning and the late age at home-leaving 

observed in the dataset suggests that the bias caused by missing information on the actual time 

at risk is minor. We focus on the event of leaving home, and not on that of returning, as 

transitions back to the parental home are rare in our dataset, not allowing to obtain reliable 

estimates of the probability of returning home. We acknowledge that the estimate of the 

association between employment status and probability of leaving home might be conservative, 

as we do not have information on changes in this variable when the event is experienced; 

particularly, we would expect leaving home events to happen in connection with transitions to 

employment or to the student status. In addition, we do not distinguish between the destinations 

of leaving home, such as cohabitation with a partner or single living, as the follow-up of 

individuals leaving the parental home is very low, as already noted by other commentators 

(Iacovou et al., 2012); such distinction could allow to capture gender differences, not emerged 

from the present analysis. Another issue of longitudinal EU-SILC data is the selective attrition 
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from the panel based on economic characteristics of the household, which may result in a lower 

number of observations among low-income households at successive interviews, leading to 

overrepresentation of young adults from advantaged backgrounds (Jenkins & Van Kerm, 2017). 

Lastly, our measure of COVID-related restrictions was not available at the subnational level, 

ruling out the possibility of conducting analyses at a more fine-grained level despite the 

availability of regional-level information in EU-SILC. 

Despite these shortcomings, the present chapter illustrates the uniqueness of the 

pandemic’s effects on young adults compared to the previous shocks such the 2008 economic 

recession: by imposing full-time co-residence between parents and their young adult children, 

the pandemic has encouraged young adults in Southern Europe to transition to an independent 

living. Further research should establish whether leaving home rates in Southern European 

countries will continue to grow in the years following 2020, or will rather stagnate; in other 

words, whether those young adults who left the parental home in 2020 returned shortly 

afterwards, or rather managed to establish an independent living for a longer time period. To 

answer this question, together with possible effects of the pandemic on young adults coming 

back to the parental home, appropriate longitudinal data following the population of interest for 

a long time frame should be used (e.g., cohort studies). Moreover, complementing data on 

economic conditions with detailed information on households’ members including e.g., 

attitudes, intentions, mental and physical health, or affective relations, would allow to delve 

into the motivations underlying young adults’ choice of moving out. Fine-grained changes in 

demographic behaviours, such as those in living arrangements analysed here, and the way these 

respond to external shocks, can only be observed and understood if ‘demographic data 

collection fully takes the speed of demographic change into account’ (Billari, 2022, p. 24) and 

if interdependencies across multiple life domains are considered (Settersten et al., 2020). 
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Appendix to Chapter 3 

Figure A1: Home-leaving rates between two consecutive years (t, t+1), by country and 

country groups 

  

Source: EU-SILC 2020 panel, Release 2, 2022.  

Note: Home-leaving rates are calculated for each country and for each pair of consecutive years as the 

number of young adults leaving the parental home at t+1, divided by the number of young adults living 

with their parents at t. 2019/20 rates can be associated with the pandemic in the following countries 

only: Greece, Spain, Italy, Portugal, Luxembourg, Poland, Serbia. 

N = 177,814 in 2017/18, N= 293,808 in 2018/19, and N=383,844 in 2019/20. 
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Figure A2: Average Marginal Effects from the null model, by gender 

 

Note: N = 57,189 for men, N = 44,987 for women. Results for the null model are presented in Table 3.2; 

the figure is complete of all controls. 
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Figure A3: Average Marginal Effects from Model 1, by gender 

 

Note: N = 57,189 for men, N = 44,987 for women. Model 1 (Table 3.2) includes controls for age (linear 

and squared), birth cohort, country fixed effects, lone parent.
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CHAPTER 4 

Do the partners’ economic characteristics matter? A couple-level 

perspective on the transition to living together in Germany13 

Abstract 

Living together is an important step in the development of intimate relationships. Previous 

literature shows that both partners’ economic characteristics matter for moving in together. 

However, whether the economic characteristics of one partner matter more than those of the 

other partner, and whether this association differs by gender, remain unknown. For the first 

time, we examine the association between the economic characteristics of women and men in 

non-residential relationships and their transition to a co-residential union. Specifically, we use 

13 waves (2008-2021) of the German Family Panel pairfam to observe 7,165 non-residential 

relationships from relationship start and to obtain dyadic data on the partners’ economic 

characteristics (i.e., employment status, contract type, and income). Findings suggest that, in 

Germany, there are substantial economic prerequisites for living together. The hazards of 

transitioning to co-residence are highest among couples in which both partners are employed, 

whereas gender matters if only one partner works, with the chances being higher if only the 

man is employed than if only the woman is employed. Among employed individuals, higher 

income is associated with a greater risk of transitioning to co-residence for both men and 

women, while temporary employment increases the likelihood of co-residing more than 

permanent employment exclusively for women. In sum, results indicate that men’s employment 

status is a decisive factor in the transition to co-residence. These substantial economic 

preconditions suggest that moving in together has acquired a new meaning among young adults, 

and is increasingly socially stratified.  

 

Keywords: cohabitation; couples; employment; economic characteristics; gender inequalities; 

Germany 

 

 
13 This chapter is coauthored with Dr. Nicole Hiekel (Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research, 

Rostock, Germany) and Prof. Agnese Vitali and is currently being revised for resubmission. 

Valeria Ferraretto contributed to the conceptualisation, methodology, formal analysis, writing of the original draft, 

review and editing, and visualisation. Agnese Vitali and Nicole Hiekel contributed to the conceptualization, the 

methodology, and the supervision of this chapter. They equally contributed to the review and the editing of the 

first draft. This research was partly conducted in 2023 at the Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research in 

Rostock (Germany), hosted and financially supported by the independent Max Planck Research Group “Gender 

Inequalities and Fertility” (PI: Nicole Hiekel). 
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4.1  Introduction 

Moving in with a partner is a significant demographic marker of the transition to adulthood, as 

well as a crucial transition in the union formation process. In addition to representing a form of 

institutionalisation of an established intimate relationship, it involves a residential relocation of 

one or both partners, which must be agreed upon (Wagner & Mulder, 2015). 

 Studying whether and when couples start to live together requires an understanding of 

the changing contexts in which individuals form their unions. Nowadays, a variety of options 

outside marriage (e.g., dating, non-marital cohabitation) are available to people living in 

Western countries, and individuals may engage in romantic relationships while maintaining 

separate households (e.g., living apart together), blurring the once neat distinction between 

being ‘single’ and ‘partnered’ (Levin, 2004; Sassler, 2010). According to the latest available 

estimates, around 9% of the adult population in Western Europe was in a non-residential 

relationship in 2006 (Liefbroer et al., 2015). Expanded participation in tertiary education and 

in the labour market, particularly among women, has affected attitudes and preferences, as well 

as living arrangements, and has ultimately altered assortative mating patterns. As a result, 

educational homogamy and hypogamy (i.e., couples in which the man is as educated or less 

educated than the woman, respectively) are now more common than hypergamy (couples in 

which the man is more educated than the woman) (Van Bavel et al., 2018). At the same time, 

securing a stable job has become increasingly difficult for young adults due to labour market 

deregulation and the economic downturns that have occurred in recent decades (Aassve et al., 

2013; Mills & Blossfeld, 2005; Sironi, 2018). The prevalence of low-paid, precarious jobs 

affects not only the economic prospects of young adults, but also their attractiveness in the 

mating market and their decisions regarding whether and when to move in with a partner. 

Unemployment, low income, and temporary employment are associated with lower risks of 

union formation (Palumbo et al., 2022), delayed marriage (Vignoli et al., 2016), lower fertility 

(Alderotti et al., 2024; van Wijk et al., 2022), and increased risks of union dissolution (Di Nallo 

et al., 2022; Jalovaara, 2013). 

Prior research on union formation has, however, disregarded an important factor that 

affects the decision to move in together: the economic characteristics of non-residential 

partners. The existing studies have estimated the association between the economic 

characteristics of individuals and their likelihood of forming a co-residential partnership, 
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whether marriage or non-marital cohabitation, while implicitly assuming that individuals are 

single before they move in with a partner (Bolano & Vignoli, 2021; Jalovaara, 2012; Kalmijn, 

2011; Palumbo et al., 2022; Pelikh et al., 2022). Yet, obviously, the hazard of moving in 

together is higher among individuals who have a romantic partner than among those who do 

not. Moreover, just as an individual’s own economic characteristics are associated with the 

likelihood of moving in together, the economic characteristics of the partner are as well. 

The handful of studies that did rely on information on both partners convincingly 

showed that the economic characteristics of the partner do matter for the transition from 

cohabitation to marriage or to separation (Ishizuka, 2018; Jalovaara, 2013; Smock & Manning, 

1997). Because of the limited availability of data on couples before they are observed in the 

same household, no previous study has examined the role of the partner’s economic 

characteristics in union formation. Our study fills this gap by examining how the economic 

characteristics of both partners in different-sex relationships are associated with the transition 

from a non-residential to a co-residential union. Using this approach, we can identify how 

different couple types with different (gendered) economic resources vary in their likelihood of 

moving in together.  

We analyse longitudinal data derived from the German Family Panel (pairfam) collected 

between 2008 and 2021 that prospectively follow couples from the start of their intimate 

relationships onwards – rather than from the start of co-residence – and contain information on 

the occurrence and timing of transitions such as cohabitation, marriage, and, eventually, 

separation. Pairfam includes information on the economic characteristics of both partners (e.g., 

level of education, employment status) and of the main respondent (e.g., type of employment 

contract, income). Germany constitutes an interesting case study given the labour market 

changes outlined above. Although employment rates are relatively high for both men and 

women, low wages and temporary jobs are common when entering the labour market (Brady 

& Biegert, 2017; Goebel et al., 2015). Most young adults in non-cohabiting unions in Germany 

mention employment-related factors as reasons for not living with their partner (Liefbroer et 

al., 2015). Women’s levels of full-time employment as well as patterns of union formation and 

progression continue to differ between eastern and western Germany (Fulda, 2016). 

This study contributes both conceptually and empirically to the understanding of the 

link between partners’ economic characteristics and the transition to co-residence. 
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Conceptually, we advance previous research by adopting a dyadic perspective on union 

formation, considering how couple constellations (and not individuals) differ in their likelihood 

of moving in together depending on their employment status. The focus on different-sex 

couples’ combined economic characteristics allows us to examine (i) how gender (in)equalities 

between partners affect the transition to co-residence, and (ii) the social stratification of union 

formation processes. Empirically, the use of a large sample of non-cohabiting partnerships 

reported by individuals born in different cohorts (1971/73, 1981/83, 1991/93, 2001/03) and the 

inclusion of higher-order unions allow us to provide a comprehensive view of the economic 

preconditions for co-residence among contemporary young adults in Germany. Focusing on the 

transition to a co-residential partnership as distinguished from partnership formation ultimately 

contributes to our understanding of ongoing change in family formation and fertility patterns 

(Bergström & Moulin, 2022; Esteve et al., 2020; Sassler, 2010).  

4.2  Background 

4.2.1 Grasping complexity in the transition to co-residential unions: insights from 

previous literature 

While there are many potential reasons for wanting to move in with a partner – ranging from 

desiring more privacy and intimacy, to wanting to spend more time together, to planning to 

form a family – cohabitation may also be triggered by events such as job changes, housing 

needs, or a desire to pool financial resources and achieve economies of scale (Oppenheimer, 

1988). In the last two decades, the high levels of economic uncertainty associated with 

globalisation, the Great Recession, and the COVID-19 pandemic have worsened the economic 

conditions of young adults more than those of other age groups (Aassve, Cottini, et al., 2013; 

Eurofound, 2021; Mills & Blossfeld, 2005; Sironi, 2018). In the wake of these events, the 

economic determinants of union formation have been investigated by a number of studies 

conducted in Europe (Bolano & Vignoli, 2021; Jalovaara, 2012; Kalmijn, 2011; Palumbo et al., 

2022; Pelikh et al., 2022; Vignoli et al., 2016) and in the United States (Bloome & Ang, 2020). 

Notably, this stream of literature has assessed the relevance of various economic determinants 

of co-residence, such as educational attainment, objective and subjective economic uncertainty, 

income, or parental social class, in different country contexts. Nevertheless, mainly due to data 

limitations, these studies have neglected the existence of non-residential partnerships by 

assuming that every respondent who lacks a residential partner is unpartnered. Thus, the number 
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of people who are considered ‘at risk’ of cohabiting is overestimated, given that only 

individuals who are in an intimate relationship can move in together. As a result, previous 

research ignored the selection into non-residential partnerships, and studied the transition to co-

residence as an outcome of individual – rather than couple – attributes. 

Crucially, studying the transition to co-residence requires information about non-

residential partners14. As such information is collected in the German Family Panel, it has been 

the empirical basis of a number of studies addressing the determinants of the transition to co-

residence; i.e., relationship duration and quality (Ciritel, 2022); geographical distance between 

partners (Krapf, 2018; Krapf et al., 2022); socio-demographic characteristics; or a mix of these 

factors (Wagner et al., 2019). Other research has relied on national-level surveys (Meggiolaro, 

2010; van der Wiel et al., 2020) or on register data (van der Wiel et al., 2023). In the United 

States, qualitative and quantitative research has shown that working-class couples tend to move 

in together faster than their middle-class counterparts (Sassler et al., 2018; Sassler & Miller, 

2011). 

Non-residential couples differ in their risk of transitioning to co-residence. A number 

of studies conducted in various European countries (Castro-Martín et al., 2008; Liefbroer et al., 

2015; Régnier-Loilier et al., 2009) have identified the following reasons for choosing not to 

live with a partner: not feeling ready; a desire for independence; practical constraints related to 

the partners’ financial, housing, or work situations; and the presence of children from previous 

unions. Findings from these studies indicate that most young couples do not live together 

because of external constraints in the domain of paid work, such as the lack of financial 

independence. Thus, during young adulthood, and especially while still enrolled in education, 

non-cohabiting unions tend to be temporary arrangements that do not represent an alternative 

to cohabitation or marriage. Due to increasing rates of union dissolution and repartnering, non-

cohabiting unions can also be formed at later stages of the life course; however, these couples 

are more likely to choose this living arrangement for ideological reasons rather than out of 

necessity (Liefbroer et al., 2015; Régnier-Loilier et al., 2009). The presence of children from 

previous relationships also affects partners’ living arrangements, even when the children are 

 
14 To avoid confusion in the use of terms, following reviews on the topic (Giraud, 2023) as well as 

empirical research (Castro-Martín et al., 2008; Régnier-Loilier et al., 2009; Wagner et al., 2019), we refer to non-

cohabiting partnerships in a broad sense: i.e., as partnerships between women and men who consider themselves 

to be in an intimate relationship and who do not live with their partner. 
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adults (de Jong Gierveld & Merz, 2013; van der Wiel et al., 2020). Because of the cross-

sectional nature of most of the surveys discussed here, these studies failed to investigate under 

what conditions non-residential couples are most likely to transition to co-residence. 

4.2.2 The role of economic factors in the transition to co-residential unions: 

theoretical perspectives and hypotheses 

In the following sections, we use existing theories on role incompatibility, uncertainty, and 

gendered specialisation to argue how the likelihood of transitioning from a non-residential to a 

co-residential union varies between different types of couple configurations based on their 

employment status. Next, we draw on similar arguments to formulate hypotheses regarding the 

differences between employed individuals, addressing the role of employment-related 

characteristics such as contract type and income. 

Role incompatibility. There are different reasons why young adults are not active in the 

labour market. First, young adulthood tends to be a life stage characterised by enrolment in 

education, and hence by a lack of economic independence. Being a student is not considered 

normatively compatible with the role of partner or parent (Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991). Indeed, 

there is ample evidence that educational enrolment is associated with reduced risks of union 

formation (Ishizuka, 2018; Jalovaara, 2012; Kalmijn, 2011). A second reason for not being 

active in the labour market is unemployment or inactivity. Non-employment may impose 

structural barriers to starting to live with a partner, such as an inability to afford housing. Our 

first hypothesis (H1) is that jobless couples in which neither of the partners is employed are 

less likely to move in together than all other couple configurations. 

Uncertainty theory. According to this theoretical framework, the postponement of union 

formation is driven by uncertainties regarding the individual’s own economic prospects and 

those of the partner. According to Oppenheimer’s theory of marriage timing (1988), also 

referred to as ‘uncertainty theory’, a dual-earner couple configuration is characterised by 

negligible uncertainty about whether a certain economic standard and an envisaged lifestyle 

can be achieved. A lack of uncertainty about having sufficient economic resources may be 

expected to encourage the transition to co-residence. This translates into the following 

hypothesis (H2): Dual-earner couples are more likely to move in together than other couple 

configurations. 
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Gendered specialisation and uncertainty reduction. Following the hypotheses outlined 

above, not working signals poor future economic prospects and an insecure life situation, and 

may discourage those affected from making a commitment like moving in together. 

Nevertheless, the economic prospects of men and women may have a different weight in a 

gender-unequal society, including in the current context of women’s increased labour market 

participation. The literature suggests that men’s economic prospects may continue to affect 

union formation more than those of women. In the male breadwinner model, men are expected 

to be the economic provider for the family, and if they fail to do so, they may face social 

sanctions, feel that their identity is threatened, or report lower life satisfaction (e.g., 

Kowalewska & Vitali, 2023). If, in line with the specialisation hypothesis (Becker, 1981), one 

of the two partners is not employed, the transition to co-residence is solely a function of the 

other partner’s economic characteristics, and will happen when he or she successfully integrates 

into the labour market (Oppenheimer, 1988). Given that the gendered division of labour implies 

that men engage in paid labour more than women, the male partner’s employment status might 

be particularly relevant for the couple’s transition to co-residence, because it functions as a 

signal of his ability to provide for the couple, and, potentially, for a future family. The 

importance of men’s prospects is also compatible with the ‘uncertainty reduction theory’ 

(Friedman et al., 1994), which states that women with low job-related aspirations or with 

uncertain economic prospects tend to invest in family formation as a result of a compensatory 

mechanism. Empirical research providing support for these theories includes studies based on 

data from the United States (Sassler et al., 2018), Australia (Bolano & Vignoli, 2021), and 

Germany (Kurz et al., 2005; Wagner et al., 2019). In a European comparative framework, the 

importance of men’s resources for union formation depends on the degree of gender equality at 

the country level (Kalmijn, 2011); accordingly, no differences in the economic characteristics 

of women and men have been found in the relatively gender-equal context of Finland 

(Jalovaara, 2012). In the German context in which our study is situated, we expect to find that 

male breadwinner couples have a higher probability of moving in together than  jobless 

couples, but a lower probability than dual-earner couples (H3). For the opposite couple 

configuration, which we label ‘female breadwinner’, we expect to observe that for women, 

employment does not increase their attractiveness as a potential cohabiting partner to the same 

extent as it does for men, because this would challenge the gendered specialisation of roles. 

Still, women’s access to economic resources is relevant because it decreases uncertainty and 
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fosters the establishment of a shared household in the absence of a second income. Indeed, 

among recent cohorts of young adults, women’s participation in the labour market has 

increased, and women’s and men’s preferences for partners may have also changed, with men 

increasingly looking for partners with traits associated with labour market success 

(Oppenheimer, 1988; Van Bavel et al., 2018). Our expectation (H4) is that female breadwinner 

couples have a lower probability of moving in together than dual-earner and male breadwinner 

couples, but a higher probability than jobless couples. 

Hypotheses 1-4 are summarised in the table below. 

Table 4.1: Proposed framework for the association between economic characteristics 

and the transition to co-residence across configurations of non-cohabiting couples 

Hyp. 

N. 

Woman’s 

employment status 

Man’s employment 

status 

Association with 

the transition to 

co-residence 

Reasons 

1 Not working Not working Negative 

Role incompatibility, 

high structural 

constraints 

2 Employed Employed Positive 

Uncertainty theory, 

low structural 

constraints 

3 Not working Employed 
Positive (ref. 

category) 

Gendered 

specialisation, 

uncertainty theory, 

uncertainty reduction 

theory 

4 Employed Not working Negative 

Gendered 

specialisation, 

uncertainty theory 

 

Employment status may mask important heterogeneities in the economic determinants 

of cohabitation, especially within the group of employed individuals (see, e.g., Vignoli et al., 

2016), who may differ widely according to their job characteristics. Unfortunately, data 

constraints do not allow us to examine these heterogeneities at the couple level. These 

differences are thus studied only for the main respondent (analyses stratified by gender). We 

therefore consider two additional characteristics of those individuals who are employed: 

namely, the nature of the employment contract and the level of income. Our main expectation 

is that the labour market uncertainty caused by having fixed-term or casual employment or low 

monetary returns has negative repercussions for partnership transitions, as individuals who 
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experience difficulties making ends meet are less likely to transition to co-residence because 

they cannot predict their economic and housing situations in the medium to long term.  

Evidence from the United Kingdom and Australia indicates that having temporary jobs 

inhibits both young women and young men from entering a union (Bolano & Vignoli, 2021; 

Palumbo et al., 2022). In Germany, women and men with temporary employment contracts in 

the early 2000s had a probability of transitioning to marriage similar to that of their counterparts 

with permanent employment contracts (Kurz et al., 2005). Because partners can form a couple 

while living apart, cohabitation may represent the first step towards the institutionalisation of a 

union (Bergström & Moulin, 2022); hence, holding a temporary job could be interpreted as a 

signal of economic uncertainty and precariousness in the labour market. Therefore, a person 

with a temporary job may be considered a less suitable candidate for cohabitation. Drawing on 

uncertainty theories and gendered specialisation, we expect the negative association between 

having a fixed-term contract and union formation to be weaker for women than for men, leading 

to the formulation of H5: Having a temporary employment contract decreases the likelihood of 

moving in with a partner for both men and women, but the association is weaker for women. 

Lastly, while having a sufficient income has been traditionally interpreted as a 

prerequisite for union formation, little is known about the role played by both partners’ income 

levels. Like their European peers, young adults in Germany are particularly exposed to the risk 

of poverty, not only because of their low work intensity, but also due to the lower monetary 

returns at the early stages of employment careers (Goebel et al., 2015). This may limit young 

adults’ ability to commit to a co-residential relationship both financially and emotionally. In 

line with the literature discussed above and with gender pay gaps persisting in the German 

context (Schäper et al., 2023), it may be expected that men’s labour income is more decisive 

than that of women; while among younger cohorts, women’s income might play a non-

negligible role. The importance of labour income for union formation among women has been 

confirmed for the United Kingdom by Palumbo and colleagues (2022); for Finland by Jalovaara 

(2012); and for the United States with regard the transition to marriage (Ishizuka, 2018). Our 

final hypothesis H6 is as follows: Higher labour income is positively associated with the 

transition to co-residence for both men and women, but the association is stronger for men. 
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Table 4.2: Proposed framework for the association between employment-related 

characteristics and the transition to co-residence for employed women and men in non-

cohabiting couples 

Hyp. 

N. 
Gender 

Employment-related 

characteristic 

Association with the 

transition to co-

residence 

Reasons 

5 

Men 
Temporary employment 

(ref: permanent) 

Negative (stronger than 

for women) 

Gendered 

specialisation, 

uncertainty theory  

Women 
Temporary employment 

(ref: permanent) 
Negative 

Gendered 

specialisation, 

uncertainty theory, 

increased labour 

market participation 

6 

Men Income 
Positive (stronger than 

for women) 

Gendered 

specialisation 

Women Income Positive 

Gendered 

specialisation, 

increased labour 

market participation 

 

4.2.3 The country context of our study 

In Germany, cohabitation has become, over time, the normative way to start a union, with 79% 

of first unions among people born in the 1970s starting as unmarried cohabitation (Hiekel, 

2014). Thus, marriage has not lost momentum, but it has been steadily postponed. Most 

individuals who marry do so with either their first or their second cohabiting partner (Hiekel & 

Fulda, 2018). Given the prevalence of non-marital cohabitation in Germany, empirical analyses 

will study the transition to cohabitation, but the same hypotheses could be applied to marriage 

as well. Young adults usually leave their parents’ home in their early twenties, and leaving 

home tends to be disconnected from union formation, especially among tertiary educated 

individuals (Mulder et al., 2002). Patterns of participation in education and in the labour market 

have been shifting, with women starting to outnumber men in higher education around 2007 

(Corti & Scherer, 2021). While the share of women in the labour market is comparatively high, 

about half of women are employed with part-time contracts; indeed, part-time is the most 

common schedule for women after their first childbirth. Despite unemployment rates being 

historically low (around 3% among the working-age population in 2022 according to Eurostat), 

low-wage work, temporary employment, and income inequality are on the rise in the German 

context (Brady & Biegert, 2017; Goebel et al., 2015; Kurz et al., 2005). Patterns of employment 

differ between eastern and western Germany. In eastern Germany, nonmarital childbearing and 
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marriage postponement are more common, women remain more attached to the labour market 

throughout their childbearing years, and the gender pay gap is relatively small (Schäper et al., 

2023). In western Germany, the transition to parenthood commonly leads to a massive and 

prolonged reduction in paid labour among women, and norms around marriage are persistently 

stronger, with cohabitation being considered a prelude to marriage (Fulda, 2016; Hiekel et al., 

2015). Owning a house cannot be considered a precondition for cohabitation in Germany, given 

the level of approval of long-term renting and the country’s low homeownership rate (47% vs. 

a European average of 69% in 2022, Eurostat data). 

4.3  Data and methods 

4.3.1 Data 

The Panel Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics (pairfam) is a survey 

established in Germany with the aim of studying partnership and family processes. The first 

wave of data collection, in which around 12,000 randomly selected individuals living in 

Germany were interviewed, was conducted in 2008/09. The respondents were from three age 

groups: 15-17 years, 25-27 years, and 35-37 years, and were thus born in 1991/93, 1981/83, 

and 1971/73, respectively (Huinink et al., 2011). Those individuals have been interviewed on 

an annual basis for a maximum of 14 waves; in this chapter, we use data from wave 1 to 13 

(collected in 2020/21)15. In wave 11, conducted in 2018/19, a refreshment sample of individuals 

born in 2001/03 was added. 

A central feature of pairfam is that it collects detailed information on the union and 

fertility life courses of respondents. These data are reorganised into biopart, a dataset in ‘long-

long’ format (one row for each partnership) containing retrospective and prospective monthly-

level information about partnership, cohabitation, and marriage episodes, as well as the 

characteristics of the partners (Brüderl et al., 2022). In addition, a wide variety of data on the 

main respondents as well as on their current partner are collected at every wave in which they 

participate in the survey; most relevant for the present study is information on employment 

status (for both main respondents and their partner), as well as on the nature of the employment 

 
15 In this chapter, we use data from the German Family Panel (pairfam), release 13.0 (Brüderl et al., 2022), 

coordinated by Josef Brüderl, Sonja Drobnič, Karsten Hank, Johannes Huinink, Bernhard Nauck, Franz J. Neyer, 

and Sabine Walper. The study was funded from 2004 to 2022 as a priority program and a long-term project by the 

German Research Foundation (DFG). A detailed description of the study is provided by Huinink et al. (2011). 
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contract and income of employed main respondents. These datasets can be merged into one 

dataset in long format, which we refer to as relationship-year (one row for each partnership-

year, with monthly information on union duration and yearly information on all the other 

variables). 

4.3.2 Sample selection 

Since we are interested in gender differences within couples, different-sex relationships are our 

unit of analysis. The overall number of relationships reported in the biopart dataset, which 

constitutes the starting point of this analysis, is 37,550. Each respondent can report multiple 

relationships. Because detailed information on partners preceding the first interview is not 

provided, and to avoid selection on previous partnerships, we exploit prospective information 

only, i.e., non-residential relationships that are intact when the main respondent enters the panel 

or that are formed in the following years in which the main respondent participated in the 

survey. Relationships that ended or transitioned to cohabitation before the first interview have 

thus been excluded. 

We select relationships that meet the following criteria: they start as non-cohabiting (in 

95% of cases the start of the relationship does not coincide with the start of cohabitation) and 

have non-negative16 and non-missing information on union duration (74%). We keep those 

relationships in which the start of cohabitation does not coincide with the start of a marriage 

(98%), and hence exclude direct marriages, which are extremely rare in our sample. In addition, 

the main respondent should be observed at least twice (87%), be above age 10 at the beginning 

of the relationship, and be above age 17 at the beginning of cohabitation (99%). We also exclude 

non-cohabiting relationships shorter than three months (N = 721) and longer than 120 months 

(10 years) (N = 79), as the risk of these partnerships transitioning to cohabitation is low. After 

listwise deletion on missing observations, the data are restructured in relationship-year format 

and are merged with the dataset containing information about the main respondents (waves 1-

13). We obtain a final sample of 14,184 partnership-years from 7,165 partnerships formed by 

5,133 respondents. 

In pairfam, information on the nature of the employment contract and income data are 

only available for main respondents, and not for their partner. For this reason, we also select 

 
16 A negative union duration is recorded when the start of cohabitation precedes the start of the 

relationship. 
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subsamples of relationships reported by either employed women or employed men meeting the 

same criteria outlined above. These amount to 3,108 and 2,700 relationship-years, respectively. 

4.3.3 Measurements  

Our dependent variable is the hazard of transitioning from an intimate non-residential 

relationship to non-marital cohabitation; that is, to sharing a dwelling with a partner without 

being married. In pairfam, the presence of an intimate partner is identified through the question: 

‘In the following, I’ll ask you about intimate relationships. Do you have a partner in this sense?’ 

The start of cohabitation is measured by the following questions: ‘Do you live together with 

(partner) in the same dwelling?’ ‘When did you and (partner) start living together?’ 

While the survey has in principle a ‘multi-actor design’, collecting information not only 

from main respondents, but also from their partner, the partner’s data suffer from low response 

rates and selectivity (Schröder et al., 2012). Hence, similar to previous studies (Wagner et al., 

2019), we use information provided by the main respondents on their partner’s employment 

and educational attainment, as these are observable characteristics for which the bias derived 

from using proxy information should be negligible. The main independent variable is the 

employment status of both members of the couple: (i) both are not working (because of 

education or training, inactivity, or unemployment); (ii) the man is employed and the woman is 

not working (‘male breadwinner’); (iii) the woman is employed and the man is not working 

(‘female breadwinner’); and (iv) both are employed (‘dual-earner’). In this first set of analyses, 

the employed category includes self-employed individuals and does not distinguish between 

full- and part-time employment. In a second set of analyses on the subsample of employed 

individuals, our main predictors are having a temporary vs. a permanent employment contract 

and the net labour income from the previous month. Income is recoded into quintiles based on 

the income distribution of the German employed population. 

We take into account the educational pairing of the couple: (i) homogamy: both 

low/medium educated (including lower secondary education or less than lower secondary and 

upper secondary/post-secondary); (ii) hypergamy: the man has tertiary education and woman 

has less than tertiary education; (iii) hypogamy: the woman has tertiary education and the man 

has less than tertiary education; and (iv) homogamy: both are tertiary educated. In this setting, 

because couples are already formed when first observed and are selected in terms of educational 

level, it is not possible to study the transition to co-residence as a function of the partners’ 
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education. Rather, we consider the educational pairing of the couple as a control variable to 

account for differences in the hazard of transitioning to cohabitation. If partnership duration 

exceeds one wave, given that information on the partner is occasionally missing in the 

successive waves (2% to 7% of answers), we use the nearest information available in the 

previous or next wave(s) for gender and education, while assuming it is constant over time, and 

from the previous wave for employment status only. Information about pregnancy status and 

age is also available for both partners. Because of the strong correlation between the partners’ 

ages (Pearson’s correlation = 0.84), the main respondent’s age is used; we include age in both 

linear and squared form.  

The following variables are available for the main respondent only: type of work 

contract (temporary vs. permanent), monthly net income, number of previous cohabitations, 

number of children, living in eastern Germany, and age at the start of the relationship. The 

number of children refers to children currently co-residing with the main respondent, with no 

distinction between biological, adopted, or stepchildren, and is recoded into a categorical 

variable with three categories: childless, one child, and two or more children. The number of 

previous cohabitations is measured on the previous wave to avoid collinearity with the outcome. 

All variables are time-varying at the yearly level, roughly corresponding to the between-wave 

interval of the panel. 

4.3.4 Methods 

To study the transition to cohabitation we use event-history analysis, which allows us to jointly 

model the likelihood of the event happening and the pace of the process. Couples start to be at 

risk of cohabiting when they are formed; that is, at the beginning of their relationship, as 

reported by the main respondent. Time to the event of cohabitation is measured in months and 

each couple can cohabit only once (single-failure data). Because our outcome of interest is the 

transition to coresidence, following related studies (van der Wiel et al., 2020; Wagner et al., 

2019), we consider an episode to be censored if the relationship continues as non-cohabiting in 

the last wave when it is observed, or if the couple separates and therefore does not proceed to 

cohabitation. 

In a first step, we describe couples’ transitions to cohabitation by their combined 

economic characteristics using Kaplan-Meier survival analysis, which does not account for 

confounding variables. In a second step, because our interest lies in the association between the 
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covariates and the transition to cohabitation, we use Cox proportional hazards regression (Cox, 

1972) with standard errors clustered by individual to correct for the fact that multiple 

relationships can be reported by the same respondent. The main feature of Cox models is that 

the baseline hazard is left unspecified and that the covariates are multiplicatively related to the 

hazard; the proportionality of the hazard functions is assumed to be constant over time (Cox, 

1972). We estimate three regression models on our data in relationship-year format: Model 1, 

our baseline model, is run on the overall sample and allows us to jointly consider the 

employment status of both partners; Model 2 is restricted to the relationships reported by 

employed individuals and is performed separately on women and men. We also run a model on 

all employed individuals in Model 3, including interactions terms to check for gender 

differences. As robustness checks, we consider alternative model specifications, test the 

assumption of proportional hazards for the main covariates of interest, and restrict the analyses 

to the relationships started after age 20 to check whether our results are driven by the 

relationships reported by younger respondents. We also run our main models with competing 

risks for cohabitation vs. separation to ensure that our predictors are related to the main event 

of interest (cohabitation) and not to its competing event (separation). 

4.4  Results 

4.4.1 Descriptive results 

Table 4.3 describes the composition of our analytical sample of relationships across all the years 

in which one relationship was reported. It shows that 60% of non-cohabiting relationships are 

reported by main respondents born in 1991-93, with a mean age of 23 at the start of the 

relationship and a mean age of 25 throughout the observation window; 55% of main 

respondents have never cohabited and 90% of them are childless. However, the proportion of 

main respondents in their late thirties is not negligible: 10% of them are aged 37 or older. The 

sample is slightly skewed towards female main respondents (55%). In terms of employment 

status, the composition of the couples is quite diverse: jobless couples are most prevalent (37%), 

primarily because of participation in education or training at younger ages, followed by dual 

earners (31%). Among the couples in which only one partner is employed, male breadwinners 

(21%) are more common than female breadwinners (11%). These results reflect common labour 

market participation patterns of German couples, among whom gendered specialisation is 

uncommon before the transition to parenthood. 
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Table 4.3: Descriptive statistics (unweighted) 

  

Summary 

statistics 

Birth cohort of main respondent  
  1971-1973 1,347 (9.5%) 

  1981-83 2,880 (20.3%) 

  1991-93 8,521 (60.1%) 

  2001-2003 1,436 (10.1%) 

Sex of main respondent  
  Male 6,456 (45.5%) 

  Female 7,728 (54.5%) 

No. of waves in which main respondent participated 9.148 (3.977) 

Age of main respondent at the beginning of the relationship 23.041 (7.386) 

Age of main respondent (time-varying) 24.945 (7.513) 

Number of previous cohabitations of main respondent 0.604 (0.789) 

Child(ren) co-resident with main respondent  
  Childless 12,803 (90.3%) 

  One child 803 (5.7%) 

  Two or more children 578 (4.1%) 

Main respondent currently living in eastern Germany  
  No 11,531 (81.3%) 

  Yes 2,653 (18.7%) 

Couples' combined economic characteristics  
  Both not working 5,307 (37.4%) 

  M employed, W not working 3,008 (21.2%) 

  M not working, W employed 1,515 (10.7%) 

  Both employed 4,354 (30.7%) 

Couples' educational pairing  
  Both low/medium educated 8,167 (57.6%) 

  M tertiary educated, W less than tertiary educated 1,904 (13.4%) 

  W tertiary educated, M less than tertiary educated 1,695 (12.0%) 

  Both tertiary educated 2,418 (17.0%) 

Couple is expecting a child  
  No 13,961 (98.4%) 

  Yes 223 (1.6%) 

N (Relationship-years) 14,184 

 

In terms of educational attainment, couples in which both partners have low or medium 

education are the largest group (58%), reflecting the young age and the prevalence of ongoing 

enrolment of our sample. Among employed main respondents, 25% of men and 26% of women 

have a temporary job. The median net monthly income reported is €1,585 for employed men 

and €1,230 for employed women, reflecting the average gender pay gap in Germany. 
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Figure 4.1 shows Kaplan-Meier survival curves for couples with different employment 

configurations as a function of union duration, expressed in months since the start of the 

relationship. 

Figure 4.1: Kaplan-Meier survival estimates, by couples’ combined economic characteristics 

 

Notes: ‘Not working’ refers to being a student, unemployed, or inactive. ‘Employed’ refers to 

having an employment contract, with no distinction between employment and self-employment, full-

time and part-time employment. 

The slope of the survival curve is flat for jobless couples, indicating a lower rate of 

transitioning to cohabitation at any duration of the union. The slope of the survival curve is 

steepest for couples with two employed partners, who tend to move in together earlier than the 

other couple types, particularly at shorter union durations. If only the male partner is employed, 

the survival curves reveal a slower transition to cohabitation compared to dual earners that 

converges only at relatively long union durations, but a faster transition compared to inactive 

couples at any union duration. Female breadwinner couples have a slightly lower probability of 

transitioning to cohabitation than male breadwinner couples, but the shapes of the survival 

curves look remarkably similar, particularly at longer union durations. 

4.4.2 Multivariate results 

A Cox regression model (results reported in Table 4.4) that accounts for the compositional 

heterogeneity of non-residential couples by including a set of control variables confirms the 
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patterns revealed by the Kaplan-Meier survival analysis. In line with the hypotheses on role 

compatibility and uncertainty, jobless couples display the lowest propensity to transition to 

cohabitation: their hazards are 48% lower than those of male breadwinner couples (i.e., the 

reference category). Dual-earner couples are 22% more likely to transition to cohabitation than 

male breadwinner couples. Contrary to the finding of the Kaplan-Meier survival analyses that 

male and female breadwinner couples have a similar hazard of transitioning to co-residence, 

the model shows that when the set of control variables is included, female breadwinner couples 

are 28% less likely to transition to cohabitation than male breadwinner couples. This indicates 

that in single breadwinner couples, the gender of the employed partner is differently associated 

with the transition to cohabitation. Switching the reference category reveals that all groups 

differ significantly from each other (results not shown). 

Findings regarding the control variables are in line with prior research on non-economic 

determinants of the transition to cohabitation. Homogamous couples with high levels of 

education exhibit a 49% higher hazard of transitioning to cohabitation than homogamous 

couples with low or medium education (the reference group). Heterogamous couples do not 

differ from the reference group, or from homogamous highly educated couples (results not 

shown). Both older respondents and those with (more) previous cohabitations show an 

increased hazard of cohabiting. While expecting a child considerably increases the hazard of 

transitioning to cohabitation (by 88%), given that it is experienced by a minority of couples in 

our sample, the presence of two or more child(ren) residing with the main respondent (probably 

from a previous union) slightly deters the formation of a cohabiting union. The hazard of 

cohabiting does not differ between respondents living in eastern and western Germany. 
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Table 4.4: Cox proportional hazard model on the transition to cohabitation. Model 1, 

hazard ratios 

 Hazard ratios 

Couples’ economic characteristics  

(ref: M employed, W not working)  

Both not working 0.520*** 

 (0.0400) 

M not working, W employed 0.723*** 

 (0.0640) 

Both employed 1.216** 

 (0.0741) 

  

Couples’ educational attainment (ref: Both low/medium educated)  

M tertiary educated, W less than tertiary educated 1.089 

 (0.0826) 

W tertiary educated, M less than tertiary educated 1.054 

 (0.0725) 

Both tertiary educated 1.492*** 

 (0.0825) 

  

Couple expecting a child 1.887*** 

 (0.252) 

  

Number of child(ren) living with main respondent (ref: childless)  

One child 1.056 

 (0.130) 

Two or more children 0.724* 

 (0.113) 

  

Number of main respondent’s previous cohabitations 2.432*** 

 (0.115) 

  

Main respondent living in eastern Germany 1.028 

 (0.0601) 

  

Main respondent’s age (linear) 1.284*** 

 (0.0359) 

  

Main respondent’s age (squared)  0.995*** 

 (0.000468) 

N (relationship-years) 14,184 
Exponentiated coefficients; robust standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

To address heterogeneity among employed respondents, we estimate two Cox 

regression models on the subset of couples in which the main respondent is employed, stratified 

by gender (results presented in Table 4.5). In this model, we introduce the nature of the 

employment contract (permanent vs. temporary) and income levels in quintiles, while 
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controlling for the employment status and the educational attainment of both partners. 

Compared to women with a permanent employment contract, women with a temporary contract 

exhibit an increased hazard of cohabiting (by 35.5%). Results for men are in a similar direction 

but are not statistically significant. A higher income is positively associated with cohabitation: 

both women and men in the fifth income quintile exhibit a 66% higher hazard ratio of 

cohabitation compared to the reference category (first quintile). In order to compare women 

and men and to test our hypotheses, the same model is estimated on employed women and men 

together (Table 4.6), adding an interaction between gender and temporary contracts (Model 3a), 

and between gender and income (Model 3b). The coefficient of the interaction between gender 

and temporary contracts is statistically significant (H.R. = 1.308, p = 0.038), showing that 

women with temporary contracts are slightly more likely (by 4%) to cohabit than men with 

temporary contracts. This finding contradicts the hypothesis that having a temporary 

employment contract decreases the likelihood of cohabiting more for men than for women. No 

differences emerge between women and men in the association between each income quintile 

and the hazard of cohabiting. While this result is in line with the expected positive association 

between income and the transition to cohabitation, it does not confirm the hypothesis of a 

gendered role of labour income. 

Concerning the model estimated on women and men separately, results regarding the 

control variables (age, previous cohabitation, eastern vs. western Germany) are in line with the 

previous model estimated on the full sample. Results do deviate from the full sample for 

educational attainment, employment status, and the presence of children. Tertiary educated and 

employed men have a slightly higher hazard of transitioning to cohabitation than men with 

lower educational attainment, but this is not the case for tertiary educated and employed women. 

Moreover, having a tertiary educated partner (either male or female) is not associated with the 

hazard of cohabiting. Interestingly, the hazard of cohabiting is substantially lower (by around 

40%) if the female or male partner is in education or training rather than being employed, while 

having an unemployed or inactive partner does not lower the chances of cohabiting among this 

subsample. The presence of children negatively affects the transition to cohabitation for women 

but not for men, with the latter being more likely to transition to cohabitation when they reside 

with children from previous unions. 
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Table 4.5: Cox proportional hazard model on the transition to cohabitation, employed 

men and women. Model 2, hazard ratios 

 Hazard ratios –  

Men 

Hazard ratios – 

Women 

Temporary job (ref: permanent) 1.054 1.355** 

 (0.107) (0.127) 

   

Partner’s employment status (ref: 

employed) 

  

In education/training 0.601*** 0.670*** 

 (0.0688) (0.0782) 

Inactive/unemployed 1.271 1.254 

 (0.168) (0.239) 

   

Main respondent’s educational 

attainment (ref: upper secondary/post-

secondary) 

  

Lower secondary or less 1.047 0.884 

 (0.190) (0.164) 

Tertiary 1.228* 1.010 

 (0.111) (0.0921) 

   

Partner’s educational attainment (ref: 

upper secondary/post-secondary) 

  

Lower secondary or less 1.202 1.074 

 (0.176) (0.222) 

Tertiary 1.039 1.015 

 (0.0961) (0.0878) 

   

Income quintiles (net from prev. month), 

ref: first quintile 

  

Second quintile 1.145 1.363* 

 (0.206) (0.187) 

Third quintile 1.740*** 1.576*** 

 (0.285) (0.211) 

Fourth quintile 1.601** 1.504** 

 (0.257) (0.221) 

Fifth quintile 1.666** 1.659** 

 (0.264) (0.255) 

   

Couple expecting a child 1.689* 1.484 

 (0.357) (0.414) 

   

Number of child(ren) living with main 

respondent (ref: childless) 

  

One child 2.405*** 0.302*** 

 (0.435) (0.0500) 

Two or more children 1.715* 0.343*** 

 (0.408) (0.0775) 

   

Number of main respondent’s previous 

cohabitations 

2.225*** 1.964*** 
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 (0.132) (0.0967) 

   

Main respondent living in eastern 

Germany 

0.969 1.098 

 (0.0986) (0.111) 

   

Main respondent’s age (linear) 1.213** 1.138* 

 (0.0738) (0.0586) 

   

Main respondent’s age (squared) 0.996*** 0.9969*** 

 (0.000969) (0.000811) 

N (relationship-years) 2,700 3,108 
Exponentiated coefficients; robust standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table 4.6: Cox proportional hazard model on the transition to cohabitation, employed 

men and women, combined. Model 3, hazard ratios 

 Model without 

interactions, 

Hazard ratios 

Model 3a, 

Hazard ratios 

Model 3b, 

Hazard ratios 

Women 0.851** 0.799*** 0.858 

 (0.0507) (0.0543) (0.148) 

    

Temporary job (ref: permanent) 1.149* 0.991 1.151* 

 (0.0788) (0.0957) (0.0793) 

    

Partner’s employment status (ref: 

employed) 

   

In education/training 0.591*** 0.596*** 0.590*** 

 (0.0487) (0.0490) (0.0487) 

Inactive/unemployed 1.510*** 1.510*** 1.509*** 

 (0.153) (0.153) (0.153) 

    

Main respondent’s educational 

attainment (ref: upper 

secondary/post-secondary) 

   

Lower secondary or less 0.865 0.850 0.857 

 (0.122) (0.122) (0.122) 

Tertiary 1.147* 1.141* 1.141* 

 (0.0738) (0.0736) (0.0736) 

    

Partner’s educational attainment 

(ref: upper secondary/post-

secondary) 

   

Lower secondary or less 1.212 1.220 1.208 

 (0.146) (0.147) (0.144) 

Tertiary 1.024 1.026 1.026 

 (0.0644) (0.0646) (0.0647) 

    

Income quintiles (net from prev. 

month), ref: First quintile 

   

Second quintile 1.261* 1.264* 1.141 

 (0.145) (0.145) (0.200) 

Third quintile 1.722*** 1.725*** 1.846*** 

 (0.185) (0.185) (0.290) 

Fourth quintile 1.707*** 1.708*** 1.747*** 

 (0.190) (0.191) (0.272) 

Fifth quintile 2.003*** 1.988*** 1.946*** 

 (0.225) (0.224) (0.298) 

    

Main respondent or partner 

expecting a child 

1.540** 1.567** 1.553** 

 (0.243) (0.245) (0.247) 

    

Number of child(ren) living with 

main respondent (ref: childless) 

   

One child 0.940 0.933 0.940 
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 (0.124) (0.123) (0.124) 

Two or more children 0.868 0.873 0.854 

 (0.149) (0.151) (0.148) 

    

Number of main respondent’s 

previous cohabitations 

2.227*** 2.226*** 2.232*** 

 (0.0844) (0.0846) (0.0845) 

    

Main respondent living in eastern 

Germany 

0.997 0.999 0.998 

 (0.0734) (0.0731) (0.0733) 

    

Main respondent’s age (linear) 1.140*** 1.143*** 1.142*** 

 (0.0441) (0.0445) (0.0444) 

    

Main respondent’s age (squared) 0.997*** 0.997*** 0.997*** 

 (0.000609) (0.000613) (0.000612) 

    

Woman # temporary job  1.308*  

  (0.170)  

    

Woman # 2nd income quintile   1.157 

   (0.261) 

    

Woman # 3rd income quintile   0.877 

   (0.178) 

    

Woman # 4th income quintile   0.946 

   (0.198) 

    

Woman # 5th income quintile   1.086 

   (0.222) 

N (relationship-years) 5,808 5,808 5,808 
Exponentiated coefficients; robust standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 

 

 In order to rule out possible confounding effects between the two considered 

employment-related characteristics, we also estimate separate Cox regression models including 

either contract type or income. The association between the type of employment contract and 

the hazard of cohabiting without controlling for income is consistent with the full model (not 

shown for brevity): temporary employment is not associated with the transition to cohabitation 

for men (H.R. = 0.963, p = 0.707), and is positively associated for women (H.R. = 1.231, p = 

0.024). 
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4.4.3 Robustness checks 

Our baseline model addressing the association between couples’ configurations and the 

transition to cohabitation (Model 1) has been estimated with a control for age differences 

between the partners, which could explain differences in economic conditions or in educational 

attainment. The coefficient of the age difference is not statistically significant (not reported for 

brevity), signalling that the age of the partner does not confound the relationship we are 

interested in. To rule out the possibility that our results are driven by the relationship behaviour 

of younger respondents, we also estimate the baseline model (Model 1) on those relationships 

that started when the main respondent was aged 20 or older, and was thus above the median 

age at the start of the relationship in our sample (Table A1, Appendix). After this restriction is 

applied, the sample size drops to 7,546 relationship-years. Results remain consistent with those 

obtained for the full sample for all the independent and control variables, although the effect of 

having children disappears, and age (in its linear specification) is no longer significant. 

 Furthermore, we test whether the assumption of proportional hazards is violated for the 

main covariates of interest, meaning that the implied association between such variables and 

the outcome is not constant over time, but rather depends on union duration. On the basis of 

log-log plots and Schoenfeld residuals it can be concluded that the assumption is not violated 

for couples’ economic characteristics or for educational attainment. Violations of the 

proportional hazard assumption that could lead to biased estimations in the models presented 

above are observed among the control variables related to pregnancy and the number of co-

resident children. While these results could hint at a composite role played by the child’s age 

and union duration, they do not constitute the focus of this chapter. Therefore, we do not 

conduct stratified analyses based on these variables. 

 To ensure that our covariates of interest are not associated with couples’ risk of 

separation, an event that we are treating as censored, we furthermore run Model 1 with 

competing risks for cohabitation vs. separation (Table A2, Appendix). Results show that 

couples’ composition in terms of employment status is associated with cohabitation, but not 

with separation. Educational attainment is instead related to separation: couples in which both 

partners are low/medium educated have higher separation hazards than others. When we 

replicate Model 2 with competing risks, neither temporary employment nor income is 

associated with separation (Table A3, Appendix). 
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4.5  Discussion 

Over the last decades, partnering behaviours as well as patterns of educational and labour 

market participation have undergone profound transformations in the European context. These 

changes have occurred particularly among young adults, who are facing increasing difficulties 

in securing stable employment, and, at the same time, navigating romantic relationships. The 

existing literature has not fully grasped the complexity of the transition to a co-residential union 

among recent cohorts. In this chapter, we used unique dyadic data on different-sex non-

cohabiting couples provided by pairfam, a longitudinal study conducted in Germany, to study 

couples’ transitions to co-residence using event-history models. We advanced the previous 

literature by considering the role of multiple employment-related characteristics (i.e., 

employment status, type of employment contract, income) of partnered women and men in non-

residential unions. 

 The likelihood of transitioning to living together varies considerably between different 

couple configurations based on employment status. As dual-earner couples in Germany have 

the lowest levels of economic insecurity and the lowest risk of poverty (Goebel et al., 2015), 

and are generally able to overcome the structural barriers associated with access to a rented 

dwelling, it is not surprising that they tend to transition to cohabitation faster than other couple 

constellations. In accordance with Oppenheimer’s theory of marriage timing (1988), but also 

in line with the notion of role incompatibility (Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991), the completion of 

education is a prerequisite for cohabitation: analyses on employed individuals indicate that 

having a partner enrolled in education substantially reduces the hazard of moving in together 

compared to unemployment or inactivity. The finding that jobless couples exhibit the lowest 

transition probabilities suggests that these couples may postpone the decision to move in 

together until they reach a more stable life course stage (Régnier-Loilier et al., 2009). The 

inclusion of both partners’ economic characteristics allowed us to address gendered 

associations between employment and union formation. We observed that the hazard of moving 

in together is always higher for couples in which the man is working (dual-earner or male 

breadwinner) than for couples in which neither partner or only the woman works (both jobless 

or female breadwinner). Hence, in line with previous findings (Kurz et al., 2005; Wagner et al., 

2019), we found that the male breadwinner paradigm is persistently relevant for the decision to 

start cohabiting, including among younger cohorts. Nevertheless, the high propensity to move 
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in together observed among dual earners signals that preferences are shifting towards 

homogamy in economic activity, at least in the early stages of union formation. 

When we analysed heterogeneity in the likelihood of transitioning to cohabitation 

among employed respondents, we found that, unlike in other countries (Bolano & Vignoli, 

2021; Palumbo et al., 2022), having a temporary employment contract increases the likelihood 

of cohabiting among women, but not among men. Thus, it appears that having a temporary 

contract does not signal economic precariousness and does not discourage individuals from 

committing to cohabitation. This result can be interpreted in light of observation that, in 

Germany, temporary employment is common at the beginning of the work career, including 

among high-skilled individuals (Kurz et al., 2005). Among younger cohorts, any type of 

employment, rather than secure employment, is a prerequisite for the transition to non-marital 

cohabitation. The observed gender difference in the role of temporary employment is small, but 

can be explained by the uncertainty reduction theory (Friedman et al., 1994): women with a 

more uncertain contract type might be more willing to invest in union formation to safeguard 

their economic status through their partner, in line with gendered perceptions about economic 

dependence. The positive association found between income and cohabitation among both 

employed women and employed men confirms previous findings (Jalovaara, 2012; Palumbo et 

al., 2022), and highlights how the transition to co-residence is socially stratified in the German 

context as well. Earning a higher salary appears to be a prerequisite for union formation outside 

of marriage (as shown by, e.g., Ishizuka, 2018), and for women as well as men. Despite not 

being the focus of this chapter, in line with existing literature (van der Wiel et al., 2020), we 

found that co-residence with children affects women’s and men’s re-partnering decisions 

differently. Living in eastern vs. western Germany does not determine differences in the 

likelihood of cohabiting, signalling that distinct partnership trajectories between East and West 

only emerge after the transition to cohabitation (Fulda, 2016; Hiekel et al., 2015). 

We acknowledge the following limitations. Because information on contract type and 

income was available exclusively for the main respondents, we were unable to study these 

factors as relative employment characteristics of the two partners. This limitation was addressed 

by stratifying our analyses by gender, which allowed us to evaluate how employment-related 

characteristics are differently associated with the transition to a co-residential union among 

women and men. One last note concerns the use of event-history models: while recognising 

antecedent variables, these models adopt a ‘static’ approach, and thus did not allow us to study 
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whether within-couple transitions in the explanatory variables are related to the transition to 

cohabitation. Given that monthly-level information about partners’ employment status is not 

available in pairfam, couple configurations at the yearly level represent the maximum level of 

granularity available in the data, and allowed us to grasp how partnerships evolve according to 

the partners’ economic characteristics. 

Our findings have important implications. First, if young people struggle to enter the 

labour market, they will delay cohabitation, and hence the following steps in relationship 

progression as well (Esteve et al., 2020). Being unemployed or earning a low salary may affect 

specific segments of the population more than others; in this context, young men with low 

educational attainment are particularly vulnerable, given that their chances of entering a co-

residential union are lower than those of women (Corti & Scherer, 2021). Even if the present 

study could not assess whether there is a general preference for postponing union formation 

until labour market entry, thereby privileging single living or co-residence with parents, results 

suggest the existence of structural barriers to the establishment of a joint household, reinforced 

by normative beliefs about the role of the man as the family’s economic provider. Second, in a 

context in which cohabitation has become normative as a step on the road to marriage, it may 

now be associated not only with a higher degree of commitment than in the past, but also with 

having more substantial economic resources, which was formerly required exclusively for 

marriage formation (Jalovaara, 2012). Considering the changed circumstances in which young 

adults form their unions, it is evident that previous theories attempting to explain the transition 

to cohabitation reach their explanatory limits, and that the study of partnership processes cannot 

ignore non-residential relationships and the steps that precede the establishment of a joint 

household (Bergström & Moulin, 2022; Manning, 2020; Sassler, 2010). Being single, living 

apart together, cohabiting, and getting married represent distinct states of partnership 

progression that are repeatable over the life course, and whose meaning can vary substantially 

over time and across different contexts. To conduct empirical analyses of complex partnership 

trajectories, longitudinal data for additional European countries are needed, including detailed 

information about both partners in non-residential relationships. Data on unpartnered 

individuals are also necessary to understand contemporary trends of (permanent) singlehood 

and the inequalities therein as a potential driver of postponing or foregoing family formation. 

  



Chapter 4 – A couple-level perspective on the transition to living together in Germany 

121 

 

Appendix to Chapter 4 

Table A1: Cox proportional hazard model on the transition to cohabitation, main 

respondent aged 20+ at the start of the relationship. Model 1, hazard ratios 

 Hazard ratios 

Couples’ economic characteristics  

(ref: M employed, W not working)  

Both not working 0.605*** 

 (0.0634) 

M not working, W employed 0.714*** 

 (0.0731) 

Both employed 1.269*** 

 (0.0846) 

  

Couples’ educational attainment (ref: Both 

low/medium educated) 

 

M tertiary educated, W less than tertiary educated 1.080 

 (0.0841) 

W tertiary educated, M less than tertiary educated 1.084 

 (0.0789) 

Both tertiary educated 1.405*** 

 (0.0848) 

  

Main respondent or partner expecting a child 1.807*** 

 (0.252) 

  

Number of child(ren) living with main respondent (ref: 

childless) 

 

One child 0.994 

 (0.113) 

Two or more children 0.760 

 (0.109) 

  

Number of main respondent’s previous cohabitations 2.116*** 

 (0.0867) 

  

Main respondent living in eastern Germany 0.956 

 (0.0599) 

  

Main respondent’s age (linear) 1.040 

 (0.0443) 

  

Main respondent’s age (squared) 0.998* 

 (0.000651) 

N (relationship-years) 7,546 
Exponentiated coefficients; robust standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table A2: Cohabitation and separation analyses from Cox proportional hazards model. 

Model 1, hazard ratios 

 Hazard ratios for Hazard ratios for 

 cohabitation separation 

Couples’ economic characteristics   

(ref: M employed, W not working)   

Both not working 0.511*** 1.072 

 (0.0388) (0.0513) 

M not working, W employed 0.700*** 1.115 

 (0.0615) (0.0698) 

Both employed 1.192** 0.902 

 (0.0718) (0.0571) 

   

Couples’ educational attainment (ref: Both 

low/medium educated) 

  

M tertiary educated, W less than tertiary 

educated 

1.095 0.884* 

 (0.0799) (0.0509) 

W tertiary educated, M less than tertiary 

educated 

1.041 0.806** 

 (0.0707) (0.0532) 

Both tertiary educated 1.471*** 0.777*** 

 (0.0809) (0.0488) 

   

Main respondent or partner expecting a child  1.802*** 0.478** 

 (0.243) (0.119) 

Number of child(ren) living with main 

respondent (ref: childless) 

  

One child 1.060 1.700*** 

 (0.129) (0.183) 

Two or more children 0.758 1.017 

 (0.113) (0.173) 

   

Number of main respondent’s previous 

cohabitations 

2.394*** 0.399*** 

 (0.109) (0.0250) 

   

Main respondent living in eastern Germany 1.043 1.120* 

 (0.0600) (0.0514) 

   

Main respondent’s age (linear) 1.286*** 0.880*** 

 (0.0345) (0.0185) 

   

Main respondent’s age (squared) 0.995*** 1.002*** 

 (0.000449) (0.000353) 

N (relationship-years) 14,526 14,526 
Exponentiated coefficients; robust standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table A3: Cohabitation and separation analyses from Cox proportional hazards model. 

Model 2, hazard ratios 

 Model 2 – Men Model 2 – Women  

 Hazard ratios for 

cohabitation 

Hazard ratios for 

separation 

Hazard ratios for 

cohabitation 

Hazard ratios for 

separation 

Temporary job (ref: 

permanent) 

1.095 1.043 1.304** 1.158 

 (0.109) (0.113) (0.121) (0.111) 

     

Partner’s employment 

status (ref: employed) 

    

In education/training 0.602*** 1.228 0.593*** 1.189 

 (0.0681) (0.143) (0.0702) (0.129) 

Inactive/unemployed 1.254 1.044 1.223 1.024 

 (0.161) (0.224) (0.234) (0.197) 

     

Main respondent’s 

educational attainment 

(ref: upper 

secondary/post-

secondary) 

    

Lower secondary or 

less 

1.061 1.311 0.790 0.933 

 (0.191) (0.204) (0.150) (0.182) 

Tertiary 1.218* 1.021 0.939 0.918 

 (0.108) (0.124) (0.0837) (0.113) 

     

Partner’s educational 

attainment (ref: upper 

secondary/post-

secondary) 

    

Lower secondary or 

less 

1.170 1.003 1.209 1.231 

 (0.169) (0.164) (0.245) (0.193) 

Tertiary 1.043 0.815 1.037 0.887 

 (0.0952) (0.103) (0.0857) (0.0897) 

     

Income quintiles (net 

from prev. month), ref: 

First quintile 

    

Second quintile 1.145 0.916 1.366* 1.195 

 (0.203) (0.133) (0.195) (0.158) 

Third quintile 1.780*** 0.845 1.611*** 1.157 

 (0.287) (0.123) (0.224) (0.176) 

Fourth quintile 1.574** 0.750 1.715*** 1.047 

 (0.251) (0.130) (0.261) (0.189) 

Fifth quintile 1.712*** 0.688* 2.236*** 0.953 

 (0.269) (0.116) (0.354) (0.216) 

     

Main respondent or 

partner expecting a 

1.374 0.371 1.456 0.245 
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child 

 (0.329) (0.226) (0.383) (0.236) 

      

Number of child(ren) 

living with main 

respondent (ref: 

childless) 

    

One child 2.473*** 1.410 0.509*** 2.210*** 

 (0.433) (0.494) (0.0885) (0.423) 

Two or more children 1.709* 0.909 0.602* 1.015 

 (0.388) (0.343) (0.127) (0.284) 

     

Number of main 

respondent’s previous 

cohabitations 

2.189*** 0.470*** 2.258*** 0.452*** 

 (0.124) (0.0771) (0.108) (0.0456) 

     

Main respondent living 

in eastern Germany 

0.999 1.147 1.022 1.048 

 (0.100) (0.152) (0.102) (0.141) 

     

Main respondent’s age 

(linear) 

1.239*** 0.827*** 1.126* 0.996 

 (0.0746) (0.0468) (0.0560) (0.0544) 

     

Main respondent’s age 

(squared) 

0.996*** 1.003*** 0.997*** 1.000 

 (0.000956) (0.000893) (0.000782) (0.000843) 

N (relationship-years) 2,764 2,764 3,171 3,171 
Exponentiated coefficients; standard errors in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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CHAPTER 5 

The transition to adulthood in Europe at the intersection of gender and 

parental socio-economic status17 

Abstract 

In Europe, the transition to adulthood has been steadily prolonged. Comparative studies have 

not addressed in detail the role of parental socio-economic status (SES) and gender on the 

postponement of events linked to the transition to adulthood. Our aim is to evaluate whether 

the timing and the risk of experiencing home-leaving, labour market entry, the first coresidential 

union, and the first birth vary by gender and parental SES, also considering variation across 

successive birth cohorts and country groups. We rely on data from two rounds (2006, 2018) of 

the European Social Survey including key retrospective questions on the timing of events for 

individuals born in the 1950s-1990s and living in 31 European countries. Non-parametric 

techniques as well as discrete-time event history models are used to model each event 

separately. Analyses are stratified by country group. Results indicate that, across Europe, high 

parental SES is positively associated with a delayed labour market entry, union formation, and 

childbearing; the association with leaving the parental home is positive in Western and Northern 

Europe, negative or null in Eastern and Southern countries. Women are more likely to 

experience all transitions before men, except for the first job; such gap persists also among 

younger generations. Gender differences are, however, substantially reduced among individuals 

with high-SES parents. The chapter contributes to the comparative literature on the transition 

to adulthood by focusing substantively on the intersection between gender and parental 

background and on the timing of events. 

 

Keywords: Europe; event-history; gender; parental socio-economic status; stratification; 

transition to adulthood. 

  

 
17 This chapter is coauthored with Prof. Agnese Vitali and was published in 2024 in Demographic 

Research (open access). 10.4054/DemRes.2024.51.23 Replication material is available on the journal’s website. 

Valeria Ferraretto contributed to the conceptualisation, methodology, formal analysis, writing of the original draft, 

review and editing, and visualisation. Agnese Vitali contributed to the conceptualization, the methodology, and 

the supervision of this chapter. She also contributed to the review and the editing of the first draft. 

https://doi.org/10.4054/DemRes.2024.51.23
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5.1  Introduction 

From the 1960s onwards, young adults’ path towards adulthood in Europe has become 

increasingly long and de-standardized. The timing of events during the transition to adulthood 

– i.e., end of studies, labour market entry, home-leaving, union formation, and childbearing – 

has been postponed almost everywhere, and trajectories have become de-standardized and 

heterogeneous (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007). Despite the abundance 

of comparative studies on the number and sequencing of events experienced during the 

transition to adulthood (Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007; Lesnard et al., 2016; Schwanitz, 2017; Van 

den Berg & Verbakel, 2021), existing research has left an incomplete understanding of how 

parental socio-economic and gender differences are related to the timing of the single events 

across different countries. 

The role of social stratification for the transition to adulthood has gained prominence in 

the European demographic literature (see Liefbroer & Zoutewelle-Terovan, 2021 for a review), 

acknowledging that young adults’ opportunities do not solely depend on their preferences and 

abilities, but are largely predetermined by their social origin (Billari et al., 2019). This line of 

research interprets demographic outcomes in young adulthood as a result of ascribed (i.e., 

parental socio-economic resources) rather than achieved (i.e., own educational attainment) 

characteristics. Yet, it is difficult to evaluate whether an advantaged socio-economic 

background anticipates or delays events across Europe from previous studies given the different 

operationalization of parental resources, the use of diverse analytical methods, and the choice 

of the comparative contexts (Billari et al., 2019; Brons et al., 2017; Iacovou, 2010; Mooyaart 

et al., 2022; Schwanitz et al., 2017; Sironi et al., 2015). Similarly, the role of women within 

families and in the society has changed tremendously in the past few decades. Women’s 

increased educational attainment – to the point that it surpassed men’s in all European countries 

– and labour market participation contributed to changing gender roles and mating patterns 

(Esteve et al., 2016; Van Bavel, 2013). Nevertheless, gender differences have received little 

substantive interest in the studies on the transition to adulthood18 (Badolato, 2023; Lesnard et 

al., 2016; Schwanitz, 2017), especially in a cross-country perspective, gender being mostly 

considered as a control or stratifying variable. Existing comparative research on the transition 

to adulthood has either analysed women exclusively (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; Elzinga & 

 
18 Considering here only research addressing all the events of the transition to adulthood. 
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Liefbroer, 2007), referred to past cohorts (Iacovou, 2002) or investigated gender differences in 

trajectories until age 35 (Lesnard et al., 2016; Schwanitz, 2017), thereby underemphasizing the 

postponement of events. Even scarcer are comparative studies combining gender and parental 

socio-economic status and considering various events of the transition to adulthood 

simultaneously (Sironi et al., 2015). 

Such gap in knowledge is problematic. First, the timing at which events happen is of 

central interest in the life course perspective, because age reflects implicit norms about the 

appropriate timing of events (Elder et al., 2003), and postponement to later ages is a main 

feature of the new pattern of the transition to adulthood (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010). Second, 

gender and socio-economic background are systematically at the core of some specific 

transitions, e.g., fertility (Lappegård, 2020) and union formation and progression (Perelli-Harris 

& Gerber, 2011; Vignoli et al., 2016). As proposed by Lappegård (2020, p. 45) and by Billari 

& Liefbroer (2010, p. 74), the intersection between gender and socio-economic background is 

identified as key for shaping one’s life course, including the transition to adulthood. In the 

United States, a long scholarly tradition has addressed the composite role of class and gender. 

According to Furstenberg (2003), while gender differences might reduce over time, class 

differences might become more prominent in structuring the life course; Hardie’s (2022) 

findings indicate that social class heavily shapes girls’ ability to realize their professional 

aspirations and align them with family plans. We argue that the extent to which women’s timing 

of events in the transition to adulthood come close to men’s indeed depends on the social 

background, as progress towards more gender-equal expectations and behaviours in the public 

and private spheres of life may be faster among well-educated and wealthier families: 

considering both gender and social origin allows to capture heterogeneity in the transition to 

adulthood at a fine-grained level. 

This chapter contributes to the literature on the transition to adulthood in two ways. 

First, it examines the interplay between parental socio-economic status (SES) and gender on 

the timing of four events marking the transition to adulthood –leaving the parental home, labour 

market entry, union formation, and childbearing– in a comparative European perspective. 

Second, it updates previous studies on the timing of events of the transition to adulthood in 

Europe (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010) by including the experiences of younger birth cohorts (born 

from 1980 onwards). By doing so, this chapter investigates whether the trend towards a ‘late 

and protracted’ transition to adulthood (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010) has been shared by both 
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women in men, and how their social background and the country context are related to the age-

specific risk of experiencing events. We use retrospective information on life course transitions 

collected in 2006 and 2018 in the ‘timing of life’ module of the European Social Survey (ESS). 

Through event-history analysis, we evaluate whether the timing and the risk of experiencing 

four key transitions towards adulthood vary by gender and parental socio-economic status. We 

further evaluate whether the probability to experience each event varies across time, by 

comparing successive cohorts of women and men born between the 1950s and the 1990s, and 

space, distinguishing between four country groups (North, West, East, and South). 

5.2  Theoretical background 

5.2.1 The timing of the transition to adulthood in Europe 

In the demographic literature, the transition to adulthood was originally conceptualized as a 

stepwise process characterized by the achievement of the following markers: end of studies, 

labour market entry, home-leaving, union formation, and parenthood. The process was defined 

to operate on two tracks: the ‘education-employment’ and the ‘family-marriage’ (Cavalli & 

Galland, 1995). However, since the 1960s youth in Europe started to experience all markers of 

the transition to adulthood at later ages compared to previous generations, except for home-

leaving, whose timing seems to have changed only slightly across earlier cohorts (Billari & 

Liefbroer, 2010). Further, increasing disconnection between the work and family domains has 

been observed. Leaving the parental home does not necessarily coincide with the formation of 

a new family, and singlehood has become an increasingly common life phase among recent 

cohorts (Van den Berg & Verbakel, 2021). Also, first unions are increasingly formed as non-

marital cohabitations or living-apart-together arrangements rather than marriages (Levin, 2004; 

Mills & Blossfeld, 2005), while parenthood increasingly happens after the age range that 

conventionally identifies young adulthood, i.e., 18-35 years old, if it happens at all (Beaujouan, 

2020). 

The transition to adulthood sharply differs from one European country to another, with 

Nordic countries being representative of the ‘earliest-early’ and the Mediterranean of the ‘latest-

late’ pattern (Billari, 2004). This variation has been attributed to structural factors such as 

institutions and policies regulating educational systems, the labour market, the housing market, 

access to credit, and the overall support to young people, but also to cultural factors such as age 
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norms, family relationships, and attitudes (Aassve, Arpino, et al., 2013; Van den Berg et al., 

2021). Institutional and cultural heterogeneity is commonly captured by broad country groups, 

distinguishing between Northern, Eastern, Western, and Southern European countries (Billari 

& Liefbroer, 2010). Differences between countries are persistent and no sign of convergence 

towards a unique and shared pattern has been so far observed (Billari & Wilson, 2001; Elzinga 

& Liefbroer, 2007).  

The observed postponement to later ages of the steps of the transition to adulthood has 

been attributed to two main factors. The first factor – envisioned by the Second Demographic 

Transition theory (Lesthaeghe & Van de Kaa, 1986) – is the individualization of the life course, 

increasing the emphasis attributed to self-realization, linked to the will to experiment before 

assuming responsibilities linked to both work and family (Arnett, 2000). The second consists 

of worsening economic opportunities, declining wages and emerging precariousness brought 

about by globalization, de-industrialization and mechanization (Mills & Blossfeld, 2005) but 

also by the Great Recession and the recent COVID-19 pandemic. These trends negatively 

affected young adults, being more likely than the rest of the population to remain out of the 

labour force, or have low-paid, fixed-term jobs, thereby exposing them to an increased risk of 

poverty (Aassve, Cottini, et al., 2013). Uncertainty in the labour market delays, in turn, family-

related commitments (Vignoli et al., 2016), thereby resulting in a prolonged path towards the 

achievement of the ‘adult’ status. 

We expect that, following the trend observed until the 1970s cohort (Billari & Liefbroer, 

2010), also for the youngest cohorts the various transitions towards the adult status have been 

postponed to later ages, with the exception of the age at home-leaving that we expect to continue 

remaining stable. In line with the finding that differences between countries are constant over 

time (Billari & Wilson, 2001), our first hypothesis is that the age at experiencing the various 

transitions has been postponed across birth cohorts, in every country group (H1). 

5.2.2 The role of parental socio-economic background 

Resources available at the household level – both economic and cultural – affect the timing of 

events during the transition to adulthood. According to McLanahan (2004)’s ‘Diverging 

destinies’ idea, not only the resources, but also the demographic choices of parents matter for 



Chapter 5 – The transition to adulthood in Europe at the intersection of gender and parental SES 

130 

 

their children’s life chances. This happens for different reasons19. Firstly, given that parental 

education is a good proxy for their children’s education, it is expected that young adults with 

high parental SES will have higher educational and occupational aspirations compared to those 

with low parental SES. Youth from advantaged families have also more material and relational 

resources to fulfil their aspirations and realize their plans (Billari et al., 2019; Hardie, 2022). 

According to the idea of ‘role incompatibility’ (Blossfeld & Huinink, 1991), being enrolled in 

a study program is considered incompatible with cohabitation or marriage. Consequently, 

spending longer periods in education is associated with a postponement of the formation of a 

stable union and of childbearing. Secondly, parental norms and values about the ‘right’ timing 

of events pass on from one generation to another (socialization hypothesis): as a result, young 

people’s demographic choices tend to comply with parental norms and expectations, as shown 

by studies conducted on single countries (see Keijer et al., 2016 on the Netherlands; Tosi, 2017 

on Italy). Highly educated parents are likely to encourage their offspring to explore a variety of 

life directions in both romantic relationships and work careers, thereby delaying non-reversible 

and binding decisions such as first marriage and parenthood (Arnett, 2000) and developing 

adult identities later compared to peers from economically disadvantaged families (Benson & 

Elder, 2011). 

The positive association between parental SES and postponement of family-related 

events is consistent with findings from comparative research: young adults with high-SES 

parents, measured with a composite index of education and occupation, are more likely than 

those with low-SES parents to postpone union formation and childbearing and to follow non-

standard family trajectories (Billari et al., 2019; Brons et al., 2017; Mooyaart et al., 2022; Van 

den Berg, 2023). This literature highlights how a high-SES background delays family formation 

more in the South and East of Europe compared to North and West, attributing the variation to 

the diffusion of values related to the Second Demographic Transition as well as to institutional 

differences, e.g., in public childcare provision (Brons et al., 2017; Mooyaart et al., 2022). 

Moreover, across European countries educational expansion has been associated with a 

postponed labour market entry, delaying economic independence as well (Schwanitz, 2017). 

For what concerns the association between parental SES and leaving the parental home, 

findings are mixed. While Angelini et al. (2022) show that, among older cohorts (1936-1956) 

 
19 For an in-depth discussion on this matter, see Hiekel (2021). 
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living in 28 European countries, individuals growing up in high-SES households leave their 

parents’ home later than lower-SES individuals, findings from Billari et al. (2019) reveal that 

having high-SES parents is positively associated with early home leaving in Austria, Bulgaria, 

and France. Ferraretto and Vitali (2023) observe that women with high-SES parents tend to 

leave home later than their low-SES counterparts, with this gradient being more pronounced in 

Southern and Eastern Europe, where state support to young people is comparatively lower. 

Other large comparative studies on the association between parental socio-economic 

background – measured with income or educational attainment – and home-leaving decisions 

underline the relevance of the country context as well as of the destination of such move 

(Iacovou, 2010; Klimova Chaloupkova, 2023; Schwanitz et al., 2017). 

Because of the institutional and cultural differences across European countries, we 

formulate our second hypothesis (H2) as follows: young adults with high-SES parents enter the 

labour market, start their first co-residential partnership, and become parents later compared 

to those with low-SES parents. We do not formulate any hypothesis on the event of leaving 

home as previous studies do not provide consistent evidence in favour or against H2. Following 

the existing literature, we expect the association between parental SES and family-related 

events (union formation and childbearing) to be larger in Southern and Eastern Europe 

compared to Nordic and Western countries. 

5.2.3 Gender differences 

In the comparative literature on the transition to adulthood, it is common to examine women’s 

experiences exclusively (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007), or to stratify 

analyses by gender (e.g., Aassve, Arpino, et al., 2013; Van den Berg & Verbakel, 2021); few 

comparative studies have substantively focused on gender differences in the likelihood of 

experiencing various events20. One regularity observed by this stream of literature is that men 

experience events later than women, and that life course trajectories are strongly gendered, 

showing limited signs of convergence in behaviours by young women and men born before 

1970 (Lesnard et al., 2016; Schwanitz, 2017). A possible explanation lies in the fact that, during 

adolescence, girls perceive themselves to be older compared to same-aged male peers, while 

evidence on differential psychosocial maturation is mixed (Benson & Elder, 2011). Gender 

 
20 The same is true for single-country studies. Notable exceptions are Badolato (2023) on Italy, Widmer 

and Ritschard (2009) on Switzerland. 
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differences in the timing of events have also been linked to the fact that women tend to partner 

with slightly older men, thus experiencing home-leaving, union formation, and childbearing 

before their male counterparts (Iacovou, 2002). In the European context, age hypergamy (i.e., 

men partnering with younger women) persists among different-sex couples, with age 

differences averaging around two or three years (Ausubel et al., 2022). Among older cohorts, 

men’s life courses were centred around work and were fairly homogeneous, while women’s 

trajectories were more family oriented and often included inactivity (Schwanitz, 2017), 

indicating that the transition to parenthood unequally affected men’s and women’s participation 

in the labour market (Widmer & Ritschard, 2009). Divergence between women’s and men’s 

trajectories can be further interpreted as a result of the gendered division of labour, implying 

that men specialise in paid employment and prioritize it over family formation, while women 

are expected to take charge of unpaid labour and invest earlier in their families. 

Crucially, these studies have either relied on data from older cohorts (Iacovou, 2002) or 

have analysed trajectories up to age 35 (Lesnard et al., 2016; Schwanitz, 2017), thereby not 

capturing postponement of events to later ages. One major trend observed in the second half of 

the 20th century is the increase of women’s participation in higher education, witnessed in every 

European country. Educational expansion stimulates labour market participation and questions 

the prevalent mating pattern described above (Esteve et al., 2016), with far-reaching 

consequences for union and family formation. Two groups might face increasing difficulties in 

finding a partner: low-educated men and high-educated women (Van Bavel, 2013); findings 

indicate that lifelong singlehood is higher among low-educated men (Bellani et al., 2017), while 

singlehood after leaving home has become common among high-educated women (Van den 

Berg, 2023). As women enter in greater numbers into the public and men into the private sphere 

of life, values and beliefs about gender roles are expected to become more egalitarian 

(Goldscheider et al., 2015). As a consequence of women’s increased education and labour 

market participation, it can be expected that, among younger cohorts, women’s and men’s life 

courses become increasingly similar also in terms of timing of events. It is therefore 

hypothesized that across successive cohorts, gender differences in the timing of events reduce 

in every country group (H3). 
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5.2.4 Combining gender and parental socio-economic background 

Even fewer studies comprehensively addressed differences between women’s and men’s 

transition to adulthood by parental socio-economic characteristics (Sironi et al., 2015 on Italy 

and the United States; Badolato, 2023 on Italy). The majority of studies examining the 

association between parental SES and specific events have not placed particular emphasis on 

gender differences (Brons et al., 2017; Ferraretto & Vitali, 2023; Mooyaart et al., 2022), or 

found no substantial variation in the SES-gradient between women and men (Billari et al., 2019; 

Iacovou, 2010). Findings show that, in Italy, women from higher socioeconomic backgrounds 

are less likely to follow a family-oriented transition than their counterparts from lower strata 

(Badolato, 2023; Sironi et al., 2015). The socialization hypothesis mentioned above might well 

explain part of the story: as part of their cultural resources, high-SES parents are assumed to be 

more gender-egalitarian, and to transfer such attitudes to their children who internalize and 

reproduce them in their future life courses (Thornton et al., 1983). Both daughters and sons of 

high-SES parents may thus be willing to invest in higher education and to postpone family 

formation until economic security is achieved. In low-SES families, instead, young adults 

cannot rely on their parents as a source of economic support and may thus replicate previous 

generations’ gendered division of labour. This leads to the formulation of the fourth hypothesis 

(H4): across all country groups, women and men with high-SES parents are more likely to 

experience the markers of the transition to adulthood at a similar age, while among youth with 

low-SES parents, women are more likely to experience them earlier compared to men. 

5.3  Data and methods 

5.3.1 Data 

The European Social Survey (ESS) collects cross-sectional microdata on a two-yearly basis and 

covers a wide range of European countries. ESS Round 3 (2006) and Round 9 (2018) contain a 

rotating module on the timing of life with retrospective questions about individuals’ 

demographic life-courses (Billari et al., 2021; European Social Survey, 2006; 2018). Pooling 

both rounds and considering countries present in one or both ESS rounds, we obtain a sample 

of 92,519 individuals from 31 European countries. These countries are: Denmark, Finland, 

Iceland, Norway, Sweden in the North; Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Ireland, the 

Netherlands, Switzerland, the United Kingdom in the West; Cyprus, Italy, Portugal, Spain in 

the South; Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, Hungary, Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, 
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Montenegro, Poland, Russia, Serbia, Slovenia, Slovakia, Ukraine in the East. Respondents are 

aged 15-90, thus their experience of the transition to adulthood is representative of different 

birth cohorts. 

Both ESS rounds provide information on the year when respondents first left the 

parental home for at least two months; when they were, for the first time, in paid 

employment/apprenticeship for 20 hours or more per week for at least three months; when they 

first co-resided with a partner for at least three months; and when the first child was born. 

Following previous works (e.g., Billari & Liefbroer, 2010), the first coresidential union is used 

as a marker of union formation, as it includes both non-marital cohabitations and marriages and 

therefore facilitates comparisons across countries. Combined with information on year of birth, 

ESS enables us to compute the age at the first time each transition was experienced. 

5.3.2 Outcome variables and sample 

In order to study whether and when each of the four transitions towards the adult status are 

experienced, event-history techniques are used. The dependent variables measure the hazard of 

experiencing the first event of leaving home, the first job, the first coresidential union, and the 

first child, capturing both the occurrence of the events and the time-dependency of the risk. 

Each transition is analysed separately, constructing one sample for each event. To ensure 

comparability across the samples, the same selection criteria are used. 

Respondents who experience the considered event outside the age range 15-45 (enlarged 

compared to that traditionally used so to include the experience of different birth cohorts), with 

missing information on the event or on our covariates, with negative durations, or born before 

195021 are excluded from the analysis. The criteria causing the largest loss of information are: 

being born before 1950 (26% of the starting sample); having experienced the event before age 

15 (5% for leaving home, 13% for the first job); having experienced the event after age 45 (8% 

for leaving home, 10% for the first job, 8% for the first union, 9% for the first child); and 

missing information on parental education (4%). Table 5.1 reports the sample sizes that are 

used for modelling each of the four transitions, by country group. 

 
 21 Individuals born before 1950 are excluded from the sample because they experienced early adulthood 

during the Second World War and cannot be compared with the life course of later cohorts. 
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Table 5.1: Sample size by event  

Country group First home-

leaving 

First job First 

coresidential 

union 

First child 

Northern Europe  

(Denmark, Finland, 

Iceland, Norway, Sweden) 

43,722 41,366 75,720 110,887 

Western Europe 

(Austria, Belgium, France, 

Germany, Ireland, 

Netherlands, Switzerland, 

United Kingdom) 

132,576 103,054 191,121 258,296 

Eastern Europe 

(Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech 

Republic, Hungary, 

Estonia, Lithuania, Latvia, 

Montenegro, Poland, 

Russia, Serbia, Slovenia, 

Slovakia, Ukraine) 

157,628 131,223 192,283 230,863 

Southern Europe 

(Cyprus, Italy, Portugal, 

Spain) 

62,025 45,027 75,233 90,115 

Total (person-years) 395,951 320,670 534,357 690,161 

Total (N) 58,898 54,945 61,218 60,476 

5.3.3 Analytical strategy 

In order to estimate the hazard of experiencing events conditional on the covariates of interest, 

we rely on non-parametric analyses and discrete-time event history models. Event history 

models allow to deal with right-censored information, i.e., with the fact that some respondents 

– especially those belonging to the younger cohorts – may not have experienced the event under 

study by the time of the interview. As a first descriptive step, we use Kaplan-Meier survival 

estimates to obtain, for each of the four transitions under study, the survival function by 

combinations of gender, birth cohort, parental SES, and country group. Log-rank tests for 

ordinal variables were used to check whether survivor functions differ by birth cohort. 

In a second step, to control for other confounding factors we perform discrete-time 

logistic regression models. Logistic regression is equivalent to the proportional hazards model 

in a continuous-time setting (Allison, 1982). Respondents enter the risk set at age 15, and 

survival time is calculated in years since then. Each event can occur only once. The model is 

specified as follows: 
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Equation 1: Discrete-time logistic regression model 

𝑙𝑛
ℎ𝑖

1 − ℎ𝑖
= 𝛼(𝑡) +  𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑥𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖 

Where ℎ𝑖 is the discrete-time hazard rate depending on the individual 𝑖, 𝛼(𝑡) is the 

baseline hazard, expressed with a polynomial function of age (time-varying in the interval 

between age 15 and 45), 𝛽0 is the intercept, and 𝛽1𝑥𝑖 is a vector of time-constant covariates. 

The baseline hazard is expressed as a third-degree polynomial function of age, as the hazard of 

experiencing the event varies in a non-linear way as age increases. For each event, the full 

model (M1) is estimated with the aim of testing H1 (postponement by birth cohort) and H2 

(differences by parental SES). In a second step, a model with two interaction terms is estimated 

(M2), i.e., between gender and birth cohort, and between gender and parental SES, in order to 

capture the gender-specific effects envisioned by H3 and H4, respectively. All models are 

stratified by country group, distinguishing between Northern, Western, Eastern, and Southern 

Europe (see Table 5.1). In this way, it is ensured that the baseline hazard of experiencing each 

event is specific to the country group. We obtain 16 distinct discrete-time models (four events 

by four country groups) for both M1 and M2. To illustrate results in a concise way, and to 

compare them across events and country groups, we present Average Marginal Effects in the 

main text of the manuscript. Full regression tables can be found in the Appendix. 

Despite the estimation of several regression models may not be considered a 

parsimonious modelling strategy, we preferred it over other alternatives (such as: multilevel 

logistic regression models with random slopes, or logistic models interacting country fixed 

effects with gender and parental SES) to facilitate the interpretation of results. 

5.3.4 Independent variables and controls 

The two main independent variables are gender and parental socio-economic status, constant 

throughout the time window. The latter is constructed from self-reported information available 

in both ESS rounds about the mother’s and father’s highest educational level. The 

corresponding variables from the two ESS rounds have been harmonized preserving the highest 

possible level of detail. The resulting variable, measuring the highest educational attainment 

between the mother and the father, has three categories, corresponding to ISCED-1997 levels: 

lower secondary or less (ISCED 0-2), upper secondary (ISCED 3-4), and tertiary (ISCED 5-6). 

Parental educational attainment represents a standard measurement of socio-economic status, 
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widely adopted in the literature (e.g., Badolato, 2023; Klimova Chaloupkova, 2023; Mooyaart 

et al., 2022; Schwanitz et al., 2017). 

The dataset does not include other retrospective information which can be used to 

disentangle the relationship between the dependent and the independent variables. Our control 

variables are thus limited to age (time varying), birth cohort, country, and ESS round (time 

constant). Age has been centred around its mean after each sample selection and included as a 

third-degree polynomial. Birth cohorts span from 1950s to 1990s22. Country fixed effects are 

included to account for the heterogeneity inside each country group. Unfortunately, ESS does 

not allow reconstructing whether respondents completed education before experiencing the 

remaining three transitions23. 

5.4  Results 

5.4.1 Non-parametric analysis 

Table 5.2 presents weighted descriptive statistics for each of the four outcome variables (first 

home-leaving, first job, first coresidential union, first child) and for the independent and control 

variables. It also shows the proportion of respondents having experienced the events – which is 

higher for first home-leaving and first job compared to union formation and childbearing – and 

the time to event since age 15, which is substantially longer for the first child (11 years, on 

average) with respect to the other events. Northern Europe represents the smallest country 

group, followed by Southern Europe. 

  

 
22 This category includes individuals born up to the year 2004; they are the youngest interviewed in ESS 

Round 9, as the fieldwork took place in 2018-2020. 
23 Although a variable on years of completed education (in full-time equivalents, included compulsory 

years of schooling) is present in the dataset, the year in which respondents completed education cannot be retrieved 

unambiguously, as the age at which individuals enter compulsory education may differ by country as well as by 

birth cohort. 
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Table 5.2: Descriptive statistics (weighted) 

   First home-

leaving 

(N= 58,898) 

First job 

(N=54,945) 

First 

coresidential 

union 

(N=61,218) 

First child 

(N=60,476) 

Variable Min Max Mean/ 

Prop. 

SD Mean/ 

Prop 

SD Mean/ 

Prop 

SD Mean/ 

Prop 

SD 

Gender           

Man 0 1 0.473 0.499 0.475 0.499 0.476 0.499 0.473 0.499 

Woman 0 1 0.527 0.499 0.525 0.499 0.524 0.499 0.527 0.499 

Birth cohort           

1950s 0 1 0.213 0.410 0.198 0.399 0.216 0.412 0.209 0.406 

1960s 0 1 0.241 0.428 0.236 0.425 0.238 0.426 0.234 0.423 

1970s 0 1 0.216 0.411 0.219 0.414 0.213 0.409 0.216 0.412 

1980s 0 1 0.209 0.407 0.218 0.413 0.212 0.409 0.218 0.413 

1990s + 0 1 0.121 0.327 0.128 0.334 0.121 0.326 0.123 0.329 

Event           

Not experienced 0 1 0.180 0.384 0.140 0.347 0.231 0.422 0.335 0.472 

Experienced 0 1 0.820 0.384 0.860 0.347 0.769 0.422 0.665 0.472 

Time to event 

(since age 15, 

in years) 

1 30 6.866 4.846 5.496 4.744 8.622 5.264 11.188 6.243 

Parental 

education 

          

Less than lower 

secondary 

(ISCED 0-2) 

0 1 0.372 0.483 0.360 0.480 0.375 0.484 0.376 0.484 

Upper 

secondary 

(ISCED 3-4) 

0 1 0.346 0.476 0.348 0.476 0.343 0.475 0.342 0.474 

Tertiary 

(ISCED 5-6) 

0 1 0.283 0.450 0.293 0.455 0.282 0.450 0.282 0.450 

Country group            

Northern 

Europe 

0 1 

0.047 0.212 0.046 0.209 0.047 0.211 0.045 0.208 

Western Europe 0 1 0.473 0.499 0.473 0.499 0.470 0.499 0.460 0.498 

Eastern Europe 0 1 0.309 0.462 0.325 0.468 0.318 0.466 0.330 0.470 

Southern 

Europe 

0 1 

0.170 0.376 0.157 0.364 0.166 0.372 0.166 0.372 

 

Figure 5.1 reports, for each of the four transitions, Kaplan-Meier survival estimates by gender 

and birth cohort.  



Chapter 5 – The transition to adulthood in Europe at the intersection of gender and parental SES 

139 

 

Figure 5.1: Kaplan-Meier survival estimates, by gender and birth cohort, all European 

countries 
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Source: ESS 3 (2006) and ESS 9 (2018). The sample size for each event is reported in Table 5.1 (total 

row). 

Figure 5.1 shows that, across cohorts, the timing of the first home-leaving event, first 

job, first coresidential union, and first child has been postponed for men and women alike. Log-

rank tests conducted for each event by gender confirm that the hazard of experiencing events 
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differs by birth cohort (not shown for brevity). Postponement is more marked for the family-

related events than for leaving home and entering the labour market, where survival curves of 

individuals born in the 1950s until the ‘70s are very close to each other. To illustrate the extent 

of such postponement, we retrieve from Kaplan-Meier estimates the probability of experiencing 

at ‘later’ ages each event for men and women born in the 1960s and in the 1980s, respectively, 

on average across Europe. The probability of not having left the parental home by age 30 has 

more than doubled between individuals born in the 1960s (6.5% for men, 4% for women) and 

those born in the 1980s (16% and 9.5%, respectively). A similar pattern can be observed for the 

probability of not having entered the labour market by age 30. People seem instead to be 

postponing the first coresidential union and the birth of the first child considerably – or even 

not experiencing them at all. This phenomenon is remarkable among men: among those born 

in the 1960s, the probability to not have entered the first coresidential union by age 35 was 

7.7% (5.3% for women), and the probability not to have become parent by the same age was 

20.6% (10.6% for women). Among the 1980s cohort, the same probabilities amount to 19% 

and (12% for women) for the first coresidential union, and to 44.5% (vs. 26% for women) for 

the first child. 

Next, we retrieve median ages at each event by gender, parental education and country 

group from Kaplan-Meier survival estimates. To descriptively explore change across cohorts, 

median ages are computed on the 1980s cohort (Table 5.3) and on the 1960s (Table A1, 

Appendix). 
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Table 5.3: Median ages at each event by gender, parental education, and country group. 

1980s cohort 

Note: shaded in grey are the cells in which the median age is greater than the corresponding value for 

respondents with lower secondary (or less) educated parents. N/A indicates that the median value could 

not be calculated, because less than 50% of the sample experienced the event in that cell. 

Table 5.3 shows that individuals born in the 1980s with tertiary educated parents do not 

experience all events later compared to their counterparts with lower-educated parents: while 

parenthood is postponed among women and men in all country groups, more heterogeneity is 

observed for the remaining events. Leaving home tends to occur earlier among women and men 

with a high-SES background, except for men in Southern Europe. The first job occurs slightly 

later among high-SES individuals, whereas no differences along SES lines are observed in 

Northern Europe and among women in Eastern Europe. Men from high-SES backgrounds enter 

the first union earlier or at the same age compared to lower SES, while this trend is markedly 

reversed among women, reflecting changing patterns of union formation. Additionally, Table 

5.3 indicates that women experience all events earlier than men, except for the first job. Leaving 

    

First home-

leaving First job 

First 

coresidential 

union First child 

    

Men 

1980s 

Women 

1980s 

Men 

1980s 

Women 

1980s 

Men 

1980s 

Women 

1980s 

Men 

1980s 

Women 

1980s 

North 

Lower 

secondary 

or less 20 19 20 20 25 20 31 26 

 

Upper 

secondary 20 19 19 19 23 22 30 29 

  Tertiary 20 19 19 20 24 22 32 31 

West 

Lower 

secondary 

or less 21 21 19 20 26 23 32 27 

 

Upper 

secondary 22 21 19 20 25 23 35 30 

  Tertiary 21 20 21 21 26 24 35 32 

East 

Lower 

secondary 

or less 28 22 21 22 28 22 30 25 

 

Upper 

secondary 25 22 20 21 28 24 34 28 

  Tertiary 24 22 22 22 27 25 35 29 

South 

Lower 

secondary 

or less 25 24 20 21 29 26 35 31 

 

Upper 

secondary 26 23 22 22 29 27 38 32 

  Tertiary 26 23 24 23 29 28 N/A 34 
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home coincides with labour market entry in Northern and Western Europe, and among women 

in Eastern Europe; in Southern and Eastern Europe (for men only), leaving home happens years 

after the first job. A clear disconnection between leaving home and the first coresidential union, 

and between the first union and the first child, is observed in all country groups. 

 When we turn to individuals born in the 1960s, the parental education gradient emerges 

more uniformly and concerns men’s transition to the first union as well (Table A1, Appendix). 

Similarly to Table 5.3, the event of leaving home is not necessarily delayed among high-SES 

individuals and the timing of events is gender-specific. Nevertheless, individuals born in the 

1960s experienced each event earlier, resulting in a ‘contracted’ transition to adulthood (Billari 

& Liefbroer, 2010). The distance between the two cohorts is largest for what concerns the birth 

of the first child, compared to the other three events where it amounts to few years. Eastern 

Europe is, together with Southern Europe, one of the contexts where the biggest increase in the 

age at first child is observed: while 1960s women with highly educated parents became parents 

at a median age of 24 and men at a median age of 26, this age amounts to 29 and 35 among 

women and men born in the 1980s, respectively. 

5.4.2 Discrete-time models 

Discrete-time logistic regression models allow to control for confounding factors, as well as to 

examine the average association between parental SES, gender, birth cohort and the hazards of 

experiencing each of the four events, across all the considered country groups (Northern, 

Western, Eastern, and Southern Europe). Results from M1 are reported in Table A2 (Appendix) 

and expressed in odds ratios (O.R.). To facilitate the interpretation of results and to allow a 

comparison across country groups, Average Marginal Effects from M1 are shown in Figure 5.2. 

Average Marginal Effects express the average change in the probability to experience an event 

when comparing a category of the independent variable to the reference category. 
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Figure 5.2: Probability of experiencing each event by parental education, gender, birth 

cohort (M1). Results by country group, Average Marginal Effects  

 

 

Note: results from M1, regression tables in the Appendix (Table A2). Additional controls (not shown): 

ESS round, age (linear, squared, cubic), country fixed effects. 
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The first hypothesis about the postponement of events of the transition to adulthood 

across birth cohorts is supported by our results. Namely, each successive cohort compared to 

the reference category (1950s) exhibits a decreased probability to experience events. The only 

exception to this pattern can be found in Northern Europe for the event of leaving home: the 

probability of leaving home is stable among individuals born in the 1960s, ‘70s, and ‘80s 

compared to the ‘50s. While the decrease is uniform across all country groups for the transition 

to parenthood, a North-South gradient emerges in the transition to the first coresidential union, 

but not in entering the labour market. 

 Figure 5.2 allows to evaluate our second hypothesis on the association between parental 

education and the likelihood to experience events, across country groups. Having at least one 

tertiary-educated parent (compared to having low-educated parents) consistently decreases the 

probability and thus delays the entry in the labour market, the first coresidential union, and the 

birth of the first child across all country groups. As expected, the event of leaving home does 

not follow a uniform pattern: the probability of leaving home increases by 2.4 p.p. among the 

offspring of high-educated parents in Western Europe and by 1 p.p. in Northern Europe; in 

Eastern Europe, it decreases the probability of leaving home by 0.5 p.p.; no difference according 

to parental education is observed in Southern Europe. The average change in the probability to 

enter the labour market, form the first union, and have the first child when parents are tertiary 

educated (vs. lower secondary or less) varies little across country groups. A slight difference 

between Northern/Western and Eastern/Southern Europe emerges in the family-related events: 

in Eastern and Southern Europe, having tertiary educated parents is associated with a reduction 

of 2 p.p. in the probability to form the first union and have the first child, while this reduction 

is halved in Northern and Western countries. This gradient is not observed for the event of the 

first job: in all country groups, young adults’ probability to enter the labour market is reduced 

by about 3 p.p. if they have tertiary educated parents. The association across the considered 

levels of parental education and the likelihood of experiencing events tends to be non-linear, 

except for the transition to the first child, negatively associated also with a medium level of 

parental education (upper secondary). 

Women display higher hazards of experiencing all events except for the first job, 

meaning that women are likely to leave the parental home, enter the first cohabiting union, and 

have their first child earlier than men, but they tend to enter the labour market later. Across 

country groups, the greatest gender differences visible in Figure 5.3 are observed in Northern 
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Europe, concerning the probability of leaving home (6.5 p.p. higher for women compared to 

men) and forming a co-residential union (4 p.p.), as well as in Eastern Europe concerning the 

first union and the first child (4 p.p.). 

To evaluate how gender differences develop across birth cohorts and levels of parental 

education, interaction terms are introduced in M2. Results from M2 in odds ratios are reported 

in Table A3 (Appendix). Gender differences (women – men) across cohorts and levels of 

parental education expressed in Average Marginal Effects are presented in Figure 5.3. A 

positive difference indicates that women belonging to a certain cohort or to a certain parental 

background exhibit a higher probability than men with the same characteristics to experience 

the event; negative differences indicate that the probability is higher among men. First, we 

consider the evolution of gender differences across successive birth cohorts. Concerning the 

events of leaving home, entering the first job, and forming the first union, findings do not 

provide evidence in support of Hypothesis 3: gender differences in the probability to experience 

events do not reduce among younger cohorts compared to the older ones. In most cases, gender 

differences show little variation across successive birth cohorts. When considering the entry 

into the labour market, the gap widens instead of closing in Western and Eastern Europe: 

differences between women and men are larger among the younger cohorts than among the 

older. The transition to the first union in Eastern Europe and the transition to the first child 

across all country groups are the sole cases where gender differences tend to reduce across birth 

cohorts. 
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Figure 5.3: Gender differences in the probability of experiencing each event by parental 

education and birth cohort (M2). Results by country group, Average Marginal Effects 
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Note: results from M2, regression tables in the Appendix (Table A3). Additional controls (not shown): 

ESS round, age (linear, squared, cubic), country fixed effects. 
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Second, we turn to gender differences along levels of parental education. In line with 

our fourth hypothesis, gender differences in the probability to leave home, enter the labour 

market, form the first union, and have the first child are substantially smaller among young 

adults with tertiary-educated parents compared to the lowest level of parental education. Gender 

differences between women and men with low-educated parents are substantial for the 

transition to the first union. In Eastern and Northern Europe, among the offspring of lower-

educated parents, women’s probability to enter the first union is about 6 p.p. higher than men 

(almost doubled compared to the other country groups). Similarly to Table 5.3, this result 

highlights how men with a low-SES background experience a reduced chance to form co-

residential partnerships. Also, results suggest that the considerable gender differences observed 

in Northern Europe for the event of leaving home are driven by women from low-SES 

backgrounds: their probability of leaving home is 9.3 p.p. (C.I.: 7.9; 10.7) higher than men from 

similar backgrounds. Empirical evidence does not support our hypothesis in Southern Europe, 

where gender differences vary little along levels of parental education concerning the events of 

leaving home, the first union, and the first child; and in Northern Europe, concerning the event 

of the first job. While the result for Southern Europe could be attributed to the reduced 

prevalence of tertiary education among parents (10% in the overall sample, weighted data), in 

Northern Europe groups are more balanced, indicating that labour market participation may be 

equally accessible to women and men, irrespective of their parental background. 

 As robustness checks, we include a control for living arrangements at age 14 (two 

parents vs. single parent household), retrieved from the variable indicating mother’s and 

father’s employment status when the respondent was aged 14. Despite not being the focus of 

the present chapter, living with one vs. both parents could affect young adults’ transitions 

alongside parental resources. While growing up with a single parent is not associated with the 

events of the first job, the first coresidential union, and the first child (results not shown), it is 

positively associated with the hazard of leaving home in Northern (O.R. = 1.157, p = 0.022) 

and Western Europe (O.R. = 1.101, p = 0.006). Results are consistent to alternative 

specifications of parental SES, namely to the use of a composite index of parental education 

and occupation (not shown). 
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5.5  Discussion 

Motivated by the growing body of research investigating the social stratification of 

demographic events, and by the relevance of intersecting gender and class inequalities, this 

chapter explores the association between parental socio-economic background, gender, and the 

occurrence of events during the transition to adulthood in Europe. We exploit retrospective data 

on 31 European countries from Rounds 3 and 9 of the ESS to firstly produce non-parametric 

survival estimates, allowing us to explore differences by combinations of birth cohort, gender, 

parental SES, and country group. Secondly, in multivariate analyses we model the hazard of 

experiencing each event using discrete-time logistic regression models by country groups, 

distinguishing between Northern, Western, Eastern, and Southern European countries. 

Our first finding is that the events marking the transition towards adulthood (first 

leaving-home event, labour market entry, first coresidential union, and first child) have been 

postponed among the considered cohorts (1950s-1990s). Contrary to our expectations, 

postponement affected the event of leaving home as well. Postponement occurred for women 

and men alike, and its extent is particularly remarkable for childbearing compared to the other 

events. Non-parametric analyses also show that the proportion of respondents who have not 

experienced the event altogether by age 35 increases among younger birth cohorts, suggesting 

postponement beyond that age (Beaujouan, 2020) or increasing rates of singlehood or 

childlessness. The postponement hypothesis is furthermore supported by our regression models, 

showing that the probability to experience events decreases across successive birth cohorts in 

each country group, with the notable exception of the event of leaving home, that has not been 

postponed in Northern Europe. We thereby confirm previous findings (Billari & Liefbroer, 

2010) and extend them to the younger cohorts, to both genders, as well as to a vast comparative 

setting. 

The second finding relates to the stratification in the timing of events based on parental 

SES. Discrete-time models show that, across all country groups, young adults with high-SES 

parents have a higher probability to enter the labour market, their first cohabitation, and 

parenthood later compared to those with low-SES parents; this does not apply to the first home-

leaving event. Differences between young adults with highest- and lowest-educated parents are 

slightly more pronounced in Eastern and Southern Europe concerning the transition to the first 

co-residential union and the first child. This result confirms and extends previous evidence on 
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delayed family formation among individuals coming from an advantaged family background 

and highlights the crucial role of institutional and cultural factors (Billari et al., 2019; Brons et 

al., 2017; Mooyaart et al., 2022). Conversely, the association between parental background and 

the likelihood to leave home is specific to each country group, as suggested by previous research 

(Ferraretto & Vitali, 2023; Schwanitz et al., 2017). Compared to the other events, parental SES 

plays a more complex role in the process of leaving home, as young adults can move out from 

the parental home for different reasons (to attend the university, to form a co-residential 

partnership, to gain independence, etc) that may or may not depend on parental resources. 

Isolating single pathways out of the parental home can help disentangle the relationship 

between parental SES and leaving home behaviours (Klimova Chaloupkova, 2023). 

The third finding concerns gender differences in the probability to experience events 

across successive birth cohorts. We expected the traditional pattern (i.e., women leaving home, 

forming the first union, and becoming parents earlier than men) to progressively disappear 

among younger cohorts, given increased similarity between women and men in the participation 

in higher education and in the labour market. On average across levels of parental education, 

empirical results do not support this hypothesis: gender differences in the probability to 

experience events show little variation among young cohorts (1980s - 1990s) compared to the 

previous ones (1950s).  

When disaggregating results by levels of parental education, we find that gender 

differentials in the probability to experience all events are smaller among the offspring of 

tertiary educated parents; among young adults with lower educated parents, women experience 

all events earlier than men, except for labour market entry. Gender differences are substantial 

for the transition to the first union, pointing at shifting patterns in assortative mating to the 

disadvantage of low-SES men, at least in terms of timing (Bellani et al., 2017; Van Bavel, 

2013). While the gender gap in the timing of family-related events is well-established in the 

literature, the reduction of such a gap among young adults with a high socio-economic 

background envisioned e.g., by Furstenberg (2003) constitutes a new and important finding. 

The offspring of high-SES parents may be more likely to experience events at a similar age 

because they have been socialized to gender-egalitarian attitudes (Thornton et al., 1983) but 

also because they face fewer structural barriers to residential independence, labour market 

entry, and family formation. While both women and men growing up in high-SES families may 

prefer to wait for the ‘right’ partner to settle with (Arnett, 2000; Van den Berg, 2023) but have 
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more resources to put their plans in motion, such choices are not available to young adults with 

scarcer parental resources. Thus, women and men with lower-educated parents are more likely 

to follow gendered trajectories to adulthood (Badolato, 2023; Hardie, 2022). Empirical 

evidence does not support the fourth hypothesis in Southern Europe, where gender inequalities 

seem to permeate the transition to adulthood also among youth with high-SES parents. 

A central limitation of our empirical strategy consists in the use of several regression 

models to estimate the occurrence of single events. Compared to holistic methods commonly 

used in life course research, our empirical strategy is better suited to study the postponement of 

the transition to adulthood and lets the association with the predictors of interest (i.e., parental 

education and gender) differ across events and country groups, capturing event- or country 

group-specific trends. This comes at a cost in terms of model specification, which has been kept 

simple. The association between parental background and the hazard of events is assumed to 

be time-constant, despite previous research showing that the role of parental background can 

be age-specific (e.g., Iacovou, 2010 on leaving home). Young adults’ own level of education 

has not been included in the models because this would have required to add, for each event, a 

mediation analysis, as done by existing studies on single events (Angelini et al., 2022; Brons et 

al., 2017). Other limitations stem from the dataset at hand, such as the lack of precise indications 

of the age at the completion of education and of the characteristics of the first partner, 

potentially affecting gender differences in the timing of events. Also, ESS asks questions about 

the first occurrence of each event, not allowing to capture their repeatability over the life course. 

Future research may address these limitations using different data sources and dig deeper into 

the role of contextual factors, in order to shed light on the mechanisms guiding our results. 

Notwithstanding these limitations, this chapter acknowledges that, in Europe, the 

parental socio-economic background is a major determinant of young adults’ probability to 

experience the events that mark the transition to adulthood and cannot be considered in isolation 

from gender (Furstenberg, 2003; Lappegård, 2020). While the sons and daughters of highly 

educated parents delay family-related events, presumably until they reach a stable position in 

the labour market, young adults born in lower-SES families experience all events earlier. 

Particularly, women with low-SES parents experience all events of the transition to adulthood 

relatively early in life compared to their male counterparts as well as to women with higher 

parental SES. The extent to which individual choices are constrained by structural or cultural 

factors but also the consequences of experiencing events at diverse ages across social strata 
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should be at the centre of a research agenda that could inform policymaking. Further delays in 

the age at which events are experienced across certain population groups may also 

fundamentally question the definition and the age range of the transition to adulthood in itself. 
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Appendix to Chapter 5 

Table A1: Median ages at each event by gender, parental education, and country group. 

1960s cohort 

Note: shaded in grey are the cells in which the median age is greater than the corresponding value for 

respondents with lower secondary (or less) educated parents. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

    

First home-

leaving First job 

First 

coresidential 

union First child 

    

Men 

1960s 

Women 

1960s 

Men 

1960s 

Women 

1960s 

Men 

1960s 

Women 

1960s 

Men 

1960s 

Women 

1960s 

North 

Lower 

secondary 

or less 20 19 18 19 23 21 29 26 

 

Upper 

secondary 20 19 18 19 23 21 29 26 

  Tertiary 20 19 20 20 24 22 31 28 

West 

Lower 

secondary 

or less 22 20 18 19 25 22 30 26 

 

Upper 

secondary 21 20 18 19 24 22 30 27 

  Tertiary 21 20 21 20 25 24 32 30 

East 

Lower 

secondary 

or less 22 20 19 19 23 21 25 22 

 

Upper 

secondary 22 21 20 19 24 22 26 23 

  Tertiary 21 21 21 21 24 23 26 24 

South 

Lower 

secondary 

or less 25 22 20 21 26 23 30 25 

 

Upper 

secondary 25 23 23 23 28 26 31 28 

  Tertiary 25 22 23 24 30 26 36 30 
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Table A2: Discrete-time logistic regression models on the likelihood to experience each 

event by country group. Model 1, odds ratios 

 Home 

leaving,  

M1 North 

Home 

leaving,  

M1 West 

Home 

leaving,  

M1 East 

Home 

leaving,  

M1 South 
Parental education, ref: Lower 

secondary or less (ISCED 0-2) 
    

Upper secondary (ISCED 3-4) 1.086 1.064 0.913 0.955 

 (0.035) (0.021) (0.019) (0.041) 

 (0.012) (0.002) (0.000) (0.285) 

     
Tertiary (ISCED 5-6) 1.072 1.229 0.939 1.015 
 (0.036) (0.027) (0.024) (0.047) 

 (0.041) (0.000) (0.016) (0.750) 

     
Women 1.547 1.413 1.393 1.294 

 (0.039) (0.023) (0.023) (0.036) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
ESS round 9 1.048 1.015 1.142 1.280 
 (0.028) (0.017) (0.026) (0.042) 

 (0.083) (0.389) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Birth cohort, ref: 1950s     
1960s 1.004 0.822 0.846 0.774 
 (0.035) (0.018) (0.019) (0.030) 

 (0.904) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1970s 1.013 0.842 0.622 0.641 

 (0.038) (0.019) (0.015) (0.026) 

 (0.727) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1980s 1.023 0.814 0.526 0.609 
 (0.041) (0.021) (0.014) (0.028) 

 (0.578) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1990s+ 0.736 0.678 0.494 0.440 
 (0.038) (0.025) (0.018) (0.031) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age (centred) 1.190 1.223 1.183 1.222 

 (0.006) (0.003) (0.003) (0.006) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^2 0.953 0.966 0.968 0.981 
 (0.001) (0.0006) (0.0006) (0.001) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^3 1.002 1.001 1.001 1.001 
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 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES 
Persons-years 43,722 132,576 157,628 62,025 

Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses, second row; P-values in parentheses, third row.  
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 First job, 

M1 North 
First job,  

M1 West 
First job, 

M1 East 
First job, 

M1 South 
Parental education, ref: Lower 

secondary or less (ISCED 0-2) 
    

Upper secondary (ISCED 3-4) 0.986 1.049 0.941 0.887 
 (0.034) (0.022) (0.019) (0.038) 

 (0.678) (0.025) (0.003) (0.006) 

     
Tertiary (ISCED 5-6) 0.782 0.743 0.716 0.727 
 (0.027) (0.017) (0.018) (0.034) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Women 0.876 0.890 0.879 0.745 

 (0.022) (0.015) (0.014) (0.023) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
ESS round 9 0.937 1.034 1.180 0.880 
 (0.026) (0.018) (0.027) (0.032) 

 (0.019) (0.059) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Birth cohort, ref: 1950s     
1960s 0.884 0.836 0.797 0.850 

 (0.032) (0.020) (0.019) (0.039) 

 (0.001) (0.000) (0.000) (0.001) 

     
1970s 0.688 0.698 0.626 0.774 
 (0.026) (0.017) (0.015) (0.036) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1980s 0.696 0.680 0.516 0.778 
 (0.029) (0.018) (0.013) (0.039) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1990s+ 0.689 0.610 0.454 0.590 

 (0.037) (0.022) (0.016) (0.040) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age (centred) 1.083 1.022 1.181 1.102 
 (0.004) (0.002) (0.003) (0.005) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^2 0.972 0.985 0.956 0.978 

 (0.001) (0.0006) (0.0007) (0.001) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^3 1.001 1.001 1.002 1.001 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     



Chapter 5 – The transition to adulthood in Europe at the intersection of gender and parental SES 

158 

 

Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES 
Persons-years 41,366 103,054 131,223 45,027 

Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses, second row; P-values in parentheses, third row.  
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 First union, 

M1 North 
First union, 

M1 West 
First union, 

M1 East 
First union, 

M1 South 
Parental education, ref: Lower 

secondary or less (ISCED 0-2) 
    

Upper secondary (ISCED 3-4) 1.039 1.002 0.825 0.787 
 (0.033) (0.020) (0.017) (0.036) 

 (0.228) (0.919) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Tertiary (ISCED 5-6) 0.912 0.836 0.703 0.736 
 (0.030) (0.019) (0.018) (0.037) 

 (0.005) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Women 1.544 1.486 1.715 1.530 

 (0.038) (0.025) (0.029) (0.045) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
ESS round 9 0.992 1.121 1.032 1.192 
 (0.026) (0.019) (0.024) (0.041) 

 (0.752) (0.000) (0.177) (0.000) 

     
Birth cohort, ref: 1950s     
1960s 0.897 0.718 0.847 0.689 

 (0.030) (0.016) (0.019) (0.027) 

 (0.001) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1970s 0.851 0.654 0.629 0.492 
 (0.030) (0.015) (0.015) (0.020) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1980s 0.803 0.616 0.472 0.429 
 (0.033) (0.017) (0.013) (0.021) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1990s+ 0.619 0.502 0.389 0.299 

 (0.036) (0.022) (0.016) (0.026) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age (centred) 1.243 1.275 1.278 1.297 
 (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) (0.008) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^2 0.964 0.967 0.962 0.976 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^3 1.001 1.001 1.001 1.001 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
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Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES 
Persons-years 75,720 191,121 192,283 75,233 

Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses, second row; P-values in third row.  
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 First child, 

M1 North 
First child, 

M1 West 
First child, 

M1 East 
First child, 

M1 South 
Parental education, ref: Lower 

secondary or less (ISCED 0-2) 
    

Upper secondary (ISCED 3-4) 0.907 0.830 0.803 0.665 
 (0.030) (0.018) (0.016) (0.034) 

 (0.004) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Tertiary (ISCED 5-6) 0.703 0.645 0.612 0.579 
 (0.025) (0.016) (0.016) (0.033) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Women 1.535 1.670 1.857 1.727 

 (0.041) (0.030) (0.032) (0.054) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
ESS round 9, ref: 3 1.189 1.260 1.118 1.290 
 (0.034) (0.024) (0.026) (0.047) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Birth cohort, ref: 1950s     
1960s 0.602 0.554 0.836 0.616 

 (0.020) (0.012) (0.018) (0.024) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1970s 0.441 0.420 0.506 0.351 
 (0.016) (0.010) (0.012) (0.015) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1980s 0.369 0.340 0.312 0.264 
 (0.018) (0.011) (0.009) (0.015) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1990s+ 0.202 0.252 0.210 0.165 

 (0.021) (0.017) (0.011) (0.021) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age (centred) 1.301 1.264 1.234 1.252 
 (0.006) (0.004) (0.003) (0.006) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^2 0.982 0.984 0.970 0.986 

 (0.0009) (0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0009) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^3 1.000 1.000 1.001 1.000 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
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Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES 
Persons-years 110,887 258,296 230,863 90,115 

Exponentiated coefficients; Standard errors in parentheses, second row; P-values in third row.  
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Table A3: Discrete-time logistic regression models on the likelihood to experience each 

event by country group, including interactions by gender. Model 2, odds ratios 

 Home leaving, 

M2 North 
Home leaving, 

M2 West 
Home leaving, 

M2 East 
Home leaving, 

M2 South 
Parental education, ref: 

Lower secondary or 

less (ISCED 0-2) 

    

Upper secondary 

(ISCED 3-4) 
1.195 1.077 1.002 0.935 

 (0.053) (0.030) (0.032) (0.058) 

 (0.000) (0.010) (0.944) (0.279) 

     
Tertiary (ISCED 5-6) 1.258 1.304 1.165 0.998 
 (0.058) (0.042) (0.045) (0.068) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.974) 

     
Women 1.905 1.440 1.440 1.235 

 (0.112) (0.053) (0.055) (0.073) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Parental education # 

Gender 
    

Upper secondary # 

Women 
0.803 0.980 0.855 1.040 

 (0.052) (0.036) (0.035) (0.089) 

 (0.001) (0.598) (0.000) (0.647) 

     
Tertiary # Women 0.708 0.895 0.692 1.031 
 (0.047) (0.039) (0.035) (0.096) 

 (0.000) (0.011) (0.000) (0.740) 

     
ESS round 9 (ref: 3) 1.054 1.014 1.146 1.281 

 (0.028) (0.017) (0.026) (0.042) 

 (0.051) (0.396) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Birth cohort, ref: 1950s     
1960s 0.964 0.829 0.837 0.738 
 (0.046) (0.027) (0.030) (0.043) 

 (0.446) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1970s 1.055 0.839 0.547 0.644 

 (0.053) (0.028) (0.020) (0.038) 

 (0.293) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1980s 1.023 0.788 0.446 0.581 
 (0.056) (0.030) (0.018) (0.040) 

 (0.684) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1990s+ 0.786 0.636 0.435 0.432 
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 (0.056) (0.034) (0.024) (0.045) 

 (0.001) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Birth cohort # Gender     
1960s # Women 1.093 0.984 1.020 1.092 
 (0.077) (0.044) (0.048) (0.086) 

 (0.210) (0.722) (0.668) (0.265) 

     
1970s # Women 0.918 1.007 1.252 0.990 
 (0.069) (0.047) (0.060) (0.079) 

 (0.257) (0.882) (0.000) (0.901) 

     
1980s # Women 1.011 1.064 1.327 1.089 

 (0.082) (0.055) (0.072) (0.103) 

 (0.890) (0.236) (0.000) (0.370) 

     
1990s+ # Women 0.892 1.125 1.241 1.033 
 (0.091) (0.081) (0.091) (0.148) 

 (0.262) (0.105) (0.004) (0.819) 

     
Age (centred) 1.192 1.223 1.183 1.222 

 (0.006) (0.003) (0.003) (0.006) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^2 0.953 0.966 0.968 0.981 
 (0.001) (0.000) (0.000) (0.001) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^3 1.002 1.001 1.001 1.001 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES 
Persons-years 43,722 132,576 157,628 62,025 

Exponentiated coefficients; standard errors in parentheses, second row; p-values in third row. 
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 First job,  

M2 North 
First job,  

M2 West 
First job,  

M2 East 
First job,  

M2 South 
Parental education, ref: 

Lower secondary or 

less (ISCED 0-2) 

    

Upper secondary 

(ISCED 3-4) 
1.035 0.954 0.923 0.766 

 (0.050) (0.029) (0.028) (0.047) 

 (0.479) (0.121) (0.009) (0.000) 

     
Tertiary (ISCED 5-6) 0.793 0.668 0.680 0.605 
 (0.038) (0.022) (0.026) (0.042) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Women 0.960 0.894 0.916 0.707 

 (0.060) (0.038) (0.036) (0.052) 

 (0.518) (0.008) (0.024) (0.000) 

     
Parental education # 

Gender 
    

Upper secondary # 

Women 
0.905 1.187 1.031 1.331 

 (0.061) (0.047) (0.042) (0.114) 

 (0.142) (0.000) (0.459) (0.001) 

     
Tertiary # Women 0.972 1.216 1.092 1.445 
 (0.066) (0.054) (0.054) (0.137) 

 (0.678) (0.000) (0.076) (0.000) 

     
ESS round 9 (ref: 3) 0.938 1.034 1.181 0.875 

 (0.026) (0.018) (0.028) (0.032) 

 (0.022) (0.062) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Birth cohort, ref: 1950s     
1960s 0.874 0.879 0.781 0.931 

 (0.046) (0.031) (0.028) (0.065) 

 (0.011) (0.000) (0.000) (0.309) 

     
1970s 0.745 0.771 0.685 0.767 

 (0.041) (0.028) (0.025) (0.053) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1980s 0.701 0.747 0.568 0.775 
 (0.042) (0.030) (0.022) (0.058) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.001) 

     
1990s+ 0.731 0.694 0.504 0.601 
 (0.055) (0.036) (0.026) (0.058) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
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Birth cohort # Gender     
1960s # Women 1.022 0.910 1.042 0.843 
 (0.771) (0.054) (0.393) (0.069) 

 (0.210) (0.722) (0.668) (0.265) 

     
1970s # Women 0.853 0.832 0.855 1.009 

 (0.066) (0.042) (0.042) (0.094) 

 (0.039) (0.000) (0.001) (0.927) 

     
1980s # Women 0.984 0.837 0.843 1.006 

 (0.083) (0.046) (0.044) (0.102) 

 (0.843) (0.001) (0.001) (0.952) 

     
1990s+ # Women 0.883 0.782 0.831 0.977 

 (0.093) (0.056) (0.057) (0.129) 

 (0.237) (0.001) (0.007) (0.862) 

     
Age (centred) 1.083 1.022 1.181 1.103 
 (0.005) (0.003) (0.004) (0.006) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^2 0.972 0.985 0.956 0.978 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^3 1.001 1.001 1.002 1.001 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES 

Persons-years 41,366 103,054 131,223 45,027 
Exponentiated coefficients; standard errors in parentheses, second row; p-values in third row. 
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 First union,  

M2 North 
First union,  

M2 West 
First union,  

M2 East 
First union,  

M2 South 
Parental education, ref: 

Lower secondary or 

less (ISCED 0-2) 

    

Upper secondary 

(ISCED 3-4) 
1.146 1.010 0.913 0.869 

 (0.049) (0.029) (0.027) (0.056) 

 (0.001) (0.729) (0.002) (0.030) 

     
Tertiary (ISCED 5-6) 1.010 0.901 0.852 0.811 
 (0.045) (0.030) (0.032) (0.060) 

 (0.824) (0.002) (0.000) (0.004) 

     
Women 1.632 1.613 1.901 1.557 

 (0.088) (0.060) (0.068) (0.092) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Parental education # 

Gender 
    

Upper secondary # 

Women 
0.806 0.987 0.831 0.829 

 (0.050) (0.037) (0.033) (0.074) 

 (0.001) (0.727) (0.000) (0.035) 

     
Tertiary # Women 0.800 0.871 0.713 0.837 

 (0.052) (0.039) (0.035) (0.083) 

 (0.001) (0.002) (0.000) (0.074) 

     
ESS round 9 (ref: 3) 0.997 1.122 1.033 1.194 

 (0.026) (0.019) (0.024) (0.041) 

 (0.898) (0.000) (0.159) (0.000) 

     
Birth cohort, ref: 1950s     
1960s 0.821 0.759 0.833 0.653 
 (0.037) (0.024) (0.028) (0.038) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1970s 0.812 0.687 0.613 0.514 

 (0.039) (0.023) (0.022) (0.031) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1980s 0.782 0.609 0.430 0.413 

 (0.044) (0.024) (0.018) (0.030) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1990s+ 0.581 0.451 0.354 0.268 
 (0.048) (0.030) (0.024) (0.037) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
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Birth cohort # Gender     
1960s # Women 1.209 0.900 1.034 1.102 
 (0.004) (0.017) (0.451) (0.216) 

 (0.210) (0.722) (0.668) (0.265) 

     
1970s # Women 1.112 0.910 1.049 0.919 

 (0.078) (0.042) (0.049) (0.075) 

 (0.131) (0.043) (0.305) (0.298) 

     
1980s # Women 1.076 1.017 1.176 1.078 

 (0.087) (0.055) (0.065) (0.106) 

 (0.367) (0.751) (0.003) (0.446) 

     
1990s+ # Women 1.150 1.194 1.175 1.212 

 (0.131) (0.103) (0.100) (0.215) 

 (0.220) (0.039) (0.059) (0.277) 

     
Age (centred) 1.243 1.275 1.278 1.297 
 (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) (0.008) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^2 0.964 0.967 0.962 0.976 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^3 1.001 1.001 1.001 1.001 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES 

Persons-years 75,720 191,121 192,283 75,233 
Exponentiated coefficients; standard errors in parentheses, second row; p-values in third row. 
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 First child,  

M2 North 
First child,  

M2 West 
First child,  

M2 East 
First child,  

M2 South 
Parental education, ref: 

Lower secondary or 

less (ISCED 0-2) 

    

Upper secondary 

(ISCED 3-4) 
0.956 0.866 0.918 0.729 

 (0.045) (0.028) (0.028) (0.055) 

 (0.334) (0.000) (0.005) (0.000) 

     
Tertiary (ISCED 5-6) 0.783 0.729 0.751 0.631 
 (0.039) (0.028) (0.031) (0.056) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Women 1.696 1.717 1.932 1.707 

 (0.097) (0.066) (0.068) (0.101) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Parental education # 

Gender 
    

Upper secondary # 

Women 
0.893 0.928 0.788 0.846 

 (0.059) (0.038) (0.032) (0.086) 

 (0.090) (0.066) (0.000) (0.101) 

     
Tertiary # Women 0.804 0.806 0.707 0.862 
 (0.057) (0.040) (0.037) (0.100) 

 (0.002) (0.000) (0.000) (0.200) 

     
ESS round 9 (ref: 3) 1.193 1.260 1.119 1.292 

 (0.035) (0.024) (0.026) (0.048) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Birth cohort, ref: 1950s     
1960s 0.593 0.565 0.777 0.581 

 (0.028) (0.019) (0.026) (0.035) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1970s 0.456 0.409 0.453 0.366 

 (0.024) (0.015) (0.016) (0.023) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1980s 0.360 0.287 0.252 0.240 
 (0.025) (0.014) (0.012) (0.021) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
1990s+ 0.167 0.172 0.173 0.117 
 (0.029) (0.022) (0.017) (0.028) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 
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Birth cohort # Gender     
1960s # Women 1.032 0.969 1.141 1.110 
 (0.071) (0.044) (0.051) (0.088) 

 (0.650) (0.489) (0.003) (0.190) 

     
1970s # Women 0.944 1.051 1.209 0.932 

 (0.071) (0.053) (0.057) (0.079) 

 (0.448) (0.318) (0.000) (0.411) 

     
1980s # Women 1.056 1.343 1.427 1.180 

 (0.101) (0.087) (0.087) (0.133) 

 (0.569) (0.000) (0.000) (0.143) 

     
1990s+ # Women 1.380 1.783 1.379 1.702 

 (0.302) (0.266) (0.163) (0.490) 

 (0.142) (0.000) (0.006) (0.065) 

     
Age (centred) 1.301 1.264 1.234 1.253 
 (0.007) (0.004) (0.003) (0.007) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^2 0.982 0.984 0.970 0.986 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Age^3 1.000 1.000 1.001 1.000 
 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

     
Country fixed effects YES YES YES YES 

Persons-years 110887 258296 230863 90115 
Exponentiated coefficients; standard errors in parentheses, second row; p-values in third row. 
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CONCLUSION 

The empirical chapters of the dissertation analyse how the timing of events during the transition 

to adulthood varies in function of the socio-economic characteristics of individuals (Chapters 3 

and 4), of their parents (Chapters 2, 3, and 5), and of their partners (Chapter 4). It has been also 

examined how socio-economic characteristics interact with other ascribed characteristics (i.e., 

gender, country, and region of residence). The aim of this concluding chapter is to summarize 

and connect the results of the various empirical studies, against the background of the 

theoretical framework illustrated in Chapter 1. Limitations and avenues for future research are 

also presented. 

In Europe, parents play a fundamental role in young adults’ lives: in a context of 

heightened labour market uncertainty, parents support their children’s educational choices and 

residential moves, eventually letting them prolong their stay in the parental home or come back 

after the end of studies. While ‘boomeranging’ back to the parental home could not be examined 

because of the lack of suitable data, it has been demonstrated that the association between 

parental socio-economic status and the age at leaving home greatly varies between women and 

men, and across different countries. A postponed exit from the parental home is observed 

among women with high-SES parents living in Southern and Eastern European countries, 

characterised by low levels of state support to young adults and strong family ties; this 

association is not observed in Western Europe (Chapter 2). Even if results were not statistically 

significant, findings from Chapter 2 indicate that men with high-SES parents tend to leave the 

parental home earlier than men with low-SES parents in Western and Northern Europe. Thus, 

as also Chapter 5 has shown, an advantaged parental background does not homogeneously delay 

the first exit from the parental home across Europe. Under certain circumstances, the 

association between parental socio-economic status and the probability of leaving home may 

also be non-linear: in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, young adults with the highest 

probability of leaving home in Southern Europe belonged to the lowest or highest income 

quintiles (Chapter 3). Chapter 3 indicates that parental resources cannot be considered in 

isolation from young adults’ characteristics, especially concerning one’s employment status. 

Indirectly, parents affect the timing of family formation as well: a high-SES background is 

associated with a postponement of the first coresidential union as well as of the first child. This 
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result confirms previous findings and extends them to all European countries (Chapter 5). 

Because starting a co-residential union is a decision jointly made with the partner, Chapter 4 

shifts the attention to combination of both partners’ economic characteristics. In Germany, 

employment and a sufficient income are prerequisites for forming a co-residential union; thus, 

a prolonged education postpones the family formation process as well. 

Other relevant ascribed dimensions that affect the timing of the transition to adulthood 

are young adults’ gender (considered in all chapters, with a particular emphasis in Chapters 4 

and 5) and the geographical context, captured by between-country and within-country variation 

(in Chapter 2). These dimensions cannot be considered separately: not only gender norms and 

roles in the public and private sphere vary considerably across European countries, but they 

may also vary along levels of parental background (Chapter 5). Also, young women and men 

from different SES backgrounds face a different set of structural constraints when making their 

life course choices: while the offspring of high-SES parents can wait for the ‘right’ partner to 

settle with, and prioritize their studies and career, their lower-SES counterparts are more likely 

to follow gender-specific trajectories. In the union formation process, the same economic 

characteristics may hold a different value for men and women: while men’s employment 

appears to be a prerequisite for cohabitation, women’s employment is preferable, but not 

necessary (Chapter 4). Cross-country differences in the ‘latest-late’ and ‘earliest-early’ patterns 

of the transition to adulthood (Billari, 2004) are remarkably stable; however, the existing 

understanding of country differences is challenged by the fact that family formation has been 

postponed in Nordic countries as well (Chapter 5), and by the heterogeneity observed in Eastern 

European countries, of which relatively little is known. The inclusion of a large number of 

countries in the European Social Survey ‘Timing of life’ data (Chapters 2 and 5) and the focus 

on Southern Europe with EU-SILC data (Chapter 3) made it possible to uncover some of these 

fine-grained country differences. 

 By doing so, this dissertation examined how the transition to adulthood has changed 

among recent cohorts, i.e., those born after 1980. Postponement is the driving force of today’s 

transition to adulthood. Particularly, the age at first child has reached an all-time high, but also 

the age at first coresidential union has substantially increased compared to previous cohorts 

(Chapter 5). This does not mean that young adults do not form partnerships; rather, that the 

institutionalization of partnerships has been delayed (Bergström & Moulin, 2022), as shown by 

the fact that substantial economic resources are needed for non-residential couples who wish to 
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move in together (Chapter 4). The fact that women experience the events of leaving home, 

forming the first union, and becoming parents earlier than men has changed little across the 

considered cohorts (Chapter 5). Nevertheless, preferences for residential independence have 

converged between women and men during the uncertain times of the COVID-19 pandemic 

(Chapter 3), and, in Germany, dual earner couples exhibit the highest propensity of moving in 

together, signalling that women’s employment has become increasingly relevant (Chapter 4). 

Among recent cohorts, lower-educated men face reduced chances of forming their first co-

residential unions (Chapters 4 and 5), suggesting that the composition of the ‘marriage market’ 

has greatly changed in recent times, together with individual preferences towards partners’ 

desirable characteristics. 

Limitations and future research 

The wide comparative, longitudinal, and multilevel approach adopted in the empirical chapters 

has obvious limitations. Concerning the chapters on the event of leaving home (Chapters 2 and 

3), the datasets used did not contain any indications on the reasons why young adults left home, 

and consequently, on the different destinations (i.e., living alone or with a partner, to attend 

university, to work etc.). In the European Social Survey, it is only possible to distinguish young 

adults living with a partner from those living without a partner by comparing the year of leaving 

home with the year at the first coresidential union (as done by Klimova Chaloupkova, 2023; 

Van den Berg & Verbakel, 2021), but it cannot be identified whether the respondents are living 

with other people (i.e., flatmates) or why they decided to leave their parents’ home. In EU-

SILC, few people moving to a new household are being interviewed the next year, making it 

difficult to identify young adults’ living arrangements after leaving home. These datasets do 

not allow to capture the phenomenon of ‘boomeranging’ back to the parental home, possible 

only with long panel data available in the United Kingdom (Stone et al., 2014; Tosi, 2020), 

Germany (Van den Berg et al., 2019), or in the United States (Sironi & Billari, 2020). 

 Labour market entry, despite being a relevant marker of the transition to adulthood, 

constituted the dependent variable of one paper (Chapter 5); in Chapters 3 and 4, employment 

status represents a determinant of other events (leaving home, forming a union). An extensive 

analysis of young adults’ conditions of labour market entry would have required a completely 

different theoretical and empirical approach that was outside the scope of this dissertation. 
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Likewise, the transition to the first child is the subject of a vast literature that could not be 

covered comprehensively in a dissertation on the transition to adulthood. 

The dissertation explicitly focused on the timing of events, neglecting other aspects that 

characterize the transition to adulthood: the order and the number of events, from which other 

measures can be calculated (the de-standardization of trajectories, the concentration of events, 

etc). As a result, the de-standardized nature of the transition to adulthood among recent cohorts 

and the reversibility of each considered event could not be grasped by the analyses presented 

here. This analytical choice was aimed at complementing the existing literature, which has 

greatly exploited holistic methods such as sequence analysis to study the complexity of 

transitions, somewhat overlooking the first two aspects of the ‘new’ pattern of the transition to 

adulthood (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010): ‘late’ and ‘protracted’. Focusing on the age or on the 

age-specific risk of experiencing the various events has allowed to compare the experiences of 

young adults born in different periods and in different geographical contexts, and to isolate 

single events from trajectories. The main limitation of event-history techniques – adopted in 

Chapters 3, 4, and 5 – consists in the fact that they conflate the risk of experiencing events with 

the timing at which they are experienced. Moreover, as discussed in Chapter 4, these techniques 

do not allow to study how within-person changes (i.e., in employment status) relate to the 

probability of experiencing events. In contrast, the use of linear regression models on the age 

at leaving home (Chapter 2) and the consequent selection of individuals who had experienced 

the event, while motivated by issues of interpretability of results and model fit, could have 

biased the results. Particularly, the sample overselected early home leavers, potentially biasing 

the presented estimates for home-leaving age (Figure 2.1) as well as for the association between 

parental SES and home-leaving age. A comparison of results from Chapter 2 and Chapter 5 

reveals that the bias was minor and that findings obtained using discrete time models on a larger 

sample of respondents can be reconciled with those obtained using linear regression models.  

By focusing on the timing of events of the transition to adulthood and on the role played 

by socio-economic factors across different countries and birth cohorts, this dissertation has also 

opened avenues for future research. All the decisions involving a residential relocation (leaving 

home, moving in with a partner) necessarily take the housing market into consideration. 

Previous research already pointed at the relevance of housing for family formation processes 

(Holdsworth & Irazoqui Solda, 2002; Mulder, 2013; Tocchioni et al., 2021; Vitali, 2010). Given 

the recent surge in housing prices observed throughout European cities, coupled with the 
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difficulties faced by young adults at labour market entry, housing will become an even more 

critical element affecting young adults’ independence in the future. Empirically, this poses 

some challenges: housing markets are extremely volatile and vary at the municipal – or even 

sub-municipal – level; alternatively, homeownership could be considered. Another interesting 

line of research that emerges from the present dissertation concerns parenting. Given the role 

played by parents in their children’s transition to adulthood, including their increased material 

and emotional investment in childcare (Gauthier et al., 2004; Settersten & Ray, 2010) and a 

long co-residence between parents and their young adult children, it could be interesting to 

analyse how parent-child relationships have changed across European countries and along SES 

lines, and whether they are linked with the timing of events. A last element which received little 

consideration from the literature on the transition to adulthood is wellbeing: so far, a handful of 

studies have explored whether the observed changes in the timing of leaving home and forming 

a family have been beneficial to young adults’ subjective and objective wellbeing (e.g., Sironi 

& Billari, 2020).  

Reflections for future research regarding the development of a theoretical framework 

which takes into account the findings presented in this dissertation and the definition of the 

transition to adulthood are presented below. 

Towards an innovative framework for the study of the transition to adulthood 

Future research on the transition to adulthood in Europe could benefit from an extension of the 

theoretical framework proposed in Chapter 1 (Figure 1.3). Individual agency should be better 

incorporated into the determinants of the timing of events, giving space to subjective 

perceptions, expectations, as well as intentions. The inclusion of such aspects would allow to 

analyse not only whether and when young adults experiment certain events, but also whether 

these events are in line with their expectations or intentions. While the analysis of intentions 

and ideals is central to fertility studies, less is known about the events of leaving home, entering 

the labour market, or forming a coresidential union. Similarly, in light of the overall 

postponement of the transition to adulthood, age norms should be further investigated: have 

they changed across birth cohorts, and how are these linked to the experience of events? So far, 

only a handful of comparative surveys collects information on both intended and realized 

behaviours across the different domains encompassed by the transition to adulthood (except for 

the first job): the European Social Survey and the Generations and Gender Survey. An 
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individual-level dimension which was can further stratify the experience of the transition to 

adulthood is the migrant background. Given the increased migration flows both to and inside 

Europe, a non-negligible proportion of the population might experience (part of) their transition 

to adulthood in a country which differs from their country of origin. Research indeed shows 

that, compared to native youth, migrants living in France might face more structural constraints 

in establishing residential and economic independence, slowing down their transition to 

adulthood (Ferrari and Pailhé, 2017); expectations towards family formation patterns also 

diverge across ethnic groups in the United Kingdom (Berrington, 2020). Similar research 

questions may be more easily addressed in contexts where migration rates are higher and where 

the available survey or administrative data are large enough to allow a representation of migrant 

populations. 

 At the meso level of analysis (see Figure 1.3), other actors not considered in this 

dissertation could considerably influence the timing at which events are experienced. As shown 

by existing studies, siblings – and family structure more in general – can affect the timing of 

leaving home (Her et al., 2022) and the timing of family formation. Changes in family structure 

such as the increase in only children and in separations may substantially alter the way in which 

parental socioeconomic resources, and parents more in general, affect young adults’ transition 

to adulthood (see e.g. Mencarini et al., 2012). Against this background, it should be noted that 

the theoretical framework of this dissertation has not integrated much of the literature on 

intergenerational relations (e.g., Albertini and Kohli, 2013). This is due to the limited 

information on this topic in the chosen survey data but also to the fact that an analysis of the 

implications of the quality of parent-child relations, or of intergenerational transfers, on the 

timing of events was beyond the scope of this dissertation. This literature is nonetheless central 

to the understanding of the observed differences in the timing of events based on gender and 

socioeconomic status (e.g., Blaauboer & Mulder, 2010; Tosi, 2017). As Chapter 4 has shown, 

the role of partners is also central to the study of family-related events. The availability of 

dyadic longitudinal data such as Pairfam will make it possible to better incorporate partners’ 

characteristics, attitudes, and intentions into the research on family transitions (e.g., on 

marriage, separation, or residential transitions). 

 Concerning the macro level of analysis, the framework adopted here (and especially in 

Chapters 2 and 5) is rather static and aimed at classifying countries based on long-term 

differences in economic or cultural characteristics. As discussed in Chapter 1, such 
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classifications do not reflect changes over time but help understand broad geographical patterns. 

Future research may go beyond stylised classifications and use macro-level indicators to 

accurately measure the characteristics of the context. Also, the literature on youth and family 

policies should be better integrated into studies on the transition to adulthood. Studies that aim 

at capturing the effects of policy changes on individual-level transitions can contribute to this 

debate, although it may not be straightforward to establish causal mechanisms between policies 

and demographic transitions that are highly dependent on a variety of life course contingencies. 

Towards a new definition of the transition to adulthood? 

The changes occurred in the timing of the transition to adulthood question the definition 

employed throughout this dissertation (Cavalli & Galland, 1995; Modell et al., 1976) and, 

especially, the age range commonly used to study it (18-34). By age 35, a substantial proportion 

of women and men has not entered their first co-residential union with a partner, let alone 

become parents. Postponement is even more accentuated among the offspring of parents with 

a high socio-economic background, who are pursuing higher education and investing in their 

future careers. Thus, the transition to adulthood has been considerably postponed, although not 

homogeneously across events and population subgroups: taking these differences into account, 

together with their geographical variation, is fundamental to target social policies (i.e., housing 

or family policies) on the right age range. 

To grasp existing developments in the age at which young people are ‘becoming adults’ 

today, it is essential to understand changes in the achievement of economic independence 

(Sironi & Furstenberg, 2012) as well as in partnership behaviours (Esteve et al., 2020). The age 

at which young people enter the labour market today is hardly indicative of the achievement of 

economic independence: compared to the previous generations, it is now common to undertake 

internships and apprenticeships, that can also be unpaid; part-time employment, seasonal and 

casual work is widespread, not only among students. ‘Big Jobs’, i.e., jobs that are full-time, 

continuous, life-long, with fixed hours and decent wages, not only are achieved later in life, but 

are also less desired at younger ages (Settersten, 2007), especially before settling down with a 

partner (Rouvroye et al., 2023). It is therefore clear that, in absence of public policies targeting 

young adults, parents are required to support their children either through co-residence or 

financial transfers (Albertini & Kohli, 2013). Not being economically independent hampers the 

family formation process, encouraging alternative partnership forms: ‘Living Apart Together’ 
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is a temporary arrangement that partners can choose during uncertain life stages (Liefbroer et 

al., 2015; Régnier-Loilier et al., 2009). Because of the spread and acceptance of non-marital 

cohabitation, marriage is now understood as a capstone achievement instead of a cornerstone 

(Cherlin, 2004) but retains its symbolic meaning amongst Europeans (Perelli-Harris et al., 

2014). Nonetheless, the study of cohabitation in contemporary societies requires to move away 

from the ‘marriage-centric’ approach adopted so far in the literature on the transition to 

adulthood: cohabitation should be studied in its own right (Manning, 2020). The relevance of 

cohabitation in the European context can also be attributed to the fact that, among recent 

cohorts, cohabitation often represents the context in which couples choose to become parents 

(Hiekel, 2014; Vitali et al., 2015). In contrast to the other events of the transition to adulthood, 

childbearing is the only event which has a biological upper age limit, especially among women. 

Thanks to medically assisted reproductive technologies, pregnancies after age 40 have 

substantially increased over the last decades in specific contexts such as Southern Europe 

(Beaujouan, 2020). Late fertility has, and will have even more so, profound implications for the 

transition to parenthood as well as for higher-order parities. 

 If we wish to examine young adults’ pathways towards adulthood maintaining the age 

range 18-34, markers should therefore be reconsidered: to be a proxy of economic 

independence, the first job could correspond to a job that lasts at least one year (in the ESS, the 

minimum duration is three months); the first non-residential partnership (perhaps of a minimum 

duration, i.e., one year) could also be included, so to measure the time elapsed between the start 

of romantic partnerships and their institutionalization. On the contrary, it could be expected that 

marriage and childbearing will become rarer in that age range. Additionally, despite not being 

discussed in this dissertation, separation could also have become an increasingly common 

experience during young adulthood (Bergström & Moulin, 2022).  

Notwithstanding the limitations illustrated here and in Chapter 1, it is plausible to 

believe that the ‘event-based’ or objective definition of the transition to adulthood will continue 

to inform the sociological and demographic literature, or will be used as a benchmark against 

which to measure future developments in the transition to adulthood. It is however unclear 

whether the postponement of events to later ages will lead to an extension of the age range of 

young adulthood, i.e., up to age 40 or 45, or will undermine the concept of the transition to 

adulthood, fragmenting even more the research field. 
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