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Voorwoord

Op mijn twintigste verjaardag schoot het door mij heen dat in de 
komende tien jaar, vóór ik die uit de vrouwenblaadjes beruchte grens 
van dertig zou passeren, alle belangrijke veranderingen in mijn leven 
zouden moeten plaatsvinden: studie afronden, gaan werken, een partner 
zoeken, samenwonen, trouwen en kinderen krijgen. En dat allemaal 
binnen tien jaar. Ik werd er een beetje moedeloos van, vooral omdat ik 
op dat moment nog single was en ik dus niet binnen al te lange tijd de 
‘ware’ zou moeten tegenkomen om me aan dit tijdspad te kunnen houden. 
Bovendien zou er na mijn dertigste nauwelijks meer iets veranderen in deze 
standaard levensloop, behalve dan eventueel vervelende gebeurtenissen 
zoals werkloosheid, scheiding en dergelijke. Dit was niet een bijzonder 
aantrekkelijk vooruitzicht. Echter, ik had geen weet van de diversiteit in de 
levenslopen, en ook met de toevalsfactor had ik geen rekening gehouden. 
Nu bijna tien jaar later blijkt het allemaal mee te vallen. Demografisch 
onderzoek toont aan dat die grens van dertig jaar behoorlijk rekbaar is. 
Bovendien kan natuurlijk ook na je dertigste nog het nodige aan leuke 
dingen gebeuren… 

Dat levenslooptransities een grote invloed hebben op je leven is echter een 
beeld dat ook na het lezen van talloze wetenschappelijke onderzoeken nog 
blijkt te kloppen, en ook dat de meeste transities toch echt in de jongvolwas-
senheid plaatsvinden. Hoewel die jongvolwassenperiode aardig is opgerekt 
in de laatste decennia, ben ik voor mijn gevoel wel van de ene levensfase 
in een andere terecht gekomen. Daarover gaat dit proefschrift. Ik richt me 
vooral op de transities in de relatiesfeer: het aan- en uitgaan van partner- 
relaties. Een bijzonder leuk onderwerp, niet alleen omdat er talloos veel 
ervaringsdeskundigen zijn, maar ook omdat relaties zo enorm belangrijk 
zijn in een mensenleven. Om dit onderwerp te kunnen combineren met een 
van de meest wezenlijke doelen van een mens, gelukkig worden, vond en 
vind ik bijzonder interessant. 

Maar ook interessante onderzoeken kun je niet helemaal alleen doen. 
Daarom mijn dank aan de velen die mij inhoudelijk, praktisch of emotioneel 
gesteund hebben. De belangrijkste mensen daarbij waren toch wel mijn 
promotoren, waar ik altijd erg blij mee ben geweest. Aat Liefbroer, promotor 
en leidinggevende. Jij was een van die toevalsfactoren die mij op het pad 
van deze promotie zette. Tijdens mijn tweede studie geschiedenis volgde 
ik een vak over levenslopen, waarbij jij een gastcollege gaf. Daarbij merkte 
ik op dat ik vrijwel de enige was die het een interessant onderwerp vond, 
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en ook de enige die niet met glazige ogen naar grafieken met interkwartiel-
afstanden keek. Toen ik een paar weken later een vacature zag voor een 
onderzoek over de effecten van levenslooptransities met jouw naam erbij 
heb ik dan ook niet lang getwijfeld om te reageren. Ik waardeer het dat je 
deur altijd open stond om wat te vragen, dat je nooit te beroerd was om 
mee te denken en dat je steeds nieuwe ideeën had. Ik heb veel geleerd 
van de manier waarop je de puntjes op de vele i’s zette en de rustige en 
gestructureerde manier waarop je wetenschappelijke vragen aanpakt. Ook 
het persoonlijk contact heb ik altijd erg op prijs gesteld. Aat, bedankt! 
Matthijs Kalmijn, vanuit Tilburg wist je razendsnel knopen door te hakken 
dankzij jouw vlijmscherpe analytisch en inhoudelijk inzicht. Geen wonder 
dat het paper dat we samen geschreven hebben zo snel geaccepteerd is. 
Bedankt voor je constructieve commentaar en de prettige samenwerking!

Naast  promotoren zijn collega’s onontbeerlijk om door de inspiratieloze 
momenten in het proefschrift schrijven te komen, en natuurlijk voor de 
gezelligheid! Op het NIDI heerst een prettige werksfeer, daarvoor wil ik al 
mijn NIDI-collega’s bedanken. In het bijzonder wil ik een woord wijden aan 
mijn kamergenoten, Hanna en Harry. Gepokt en gemazeld als onderzoekers 
hadden zij de antwoorden op vele kleine vragen en gaven zij mij inkijk 
in een latere levensfase en in allerlei demografische en maatschappelijke 
ontwikkelingen. Wat ik bovendien waardeerde was hun serieuze houding, 
de interesse van Hanna en de tussendoorgrapjes van Harry. Hanna was 
ook voorzitter van de onderdeelcommissie waar ik lid van was (deel van 
de KNAW Ondernemingsraad), samen met Corina, Jeroen en Jolande. In 
deze OC heb ik door de plezierige samenwerking veel nuttigs geleerd over 
management en personeelsbeleid. Ik vond het leuk om de organisatie van 
binnenuit te leren kennen. 

Mijn promotieperiode begon ik ongeveer tegelijkertijd met Anne en 
Renske. Samen waren wij in het begin de drie jongsten en hebben we 
naast het promoveren ook regelmatig allerlei ‘belangrijke’ dameszaken 
besproken tijdens een etentje of lunch op een van de vele Haagse terrassen. 
Regelmatig liep ik naar de ‘kamer aan de overkant’ om even een praatje te 
maken. Daar waren ook Niels en Matthieu, die voor de frisse mannelijke 
blik in de discussie zorgden. Bedankt voor de gezelligheid! Met Anne 
ging ik voor de allereerste keer naar een internationaal congres, in Kreta. 
Daar hebben we nog een relaxte vakantie aan toegevoegd. Bij dit congres, 
dat door studentenonlusten plaatsvond in een beach resort in plaats van 
een collegezaal –hetgeen uiteraard leidde tot een meer ongedwongen 
sfeer– leerde ik ook Arieke en Eva kennen, die later tot mijn genoegen 
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ook collega’s werden. Het was een speciaal congres en ik kijk er met veel 
plezier op terug. Arieke, nog een ritje Den Haag-Utrecht? Met Anne en 
Annika Smits heb ik later samen de Demografiedag 2007 georganiseerd, 
wat een mooie afwisseling was voor de analyses en het prutsen aan punten 
en komma’s in een van de artikelen. Met Renske ben ik later naar New 
York gegaan: binnen jas aan en buiten uit, want het was midden in de 
zomer! Een totaal ander congres, maar leuk om samen mee te maken.

Op de gang kwam ik regelmatig Annemarie tegen. Ik geloof dat wij 
niet zo snel een moment van stilte hebben samen; erg gezellig. Samen 
met Vera hebben we het NIDI-uitje georganiseerd. Dat was een succes, 
afgezien van de witte gezichten toen we in een zeilboot op die enorme 
golven heen en weer slingerden. Ook Doreen, Beata, Marc en Wieteke wil 
ik bedanken. Tezamen vormden alle ‘jonkies’ namelijk het lunchwandel-
clubje. De wandeling bestond uit een rondje Hofvijver in de lunchpauze 
met een bezoek aan de Albert Heijn als toetje. Dat lunchrondje was 
een plezierige onderbreking van het verder toch vrij solitaire werk. Ten 
slotte wil ik Jacqueline, Jeannette, Tonny en Leon bedanken voor hun 
praktische ondersteuning, niet alleen bij het proefschrift, maar ook bij 
de dataverzameling, de organisatie van de Demografiedag in 2007 en de 
NIDI-uitjes, en Amriet voor de lekkere bara’s en soep. 

Ook buiten het NIDI houdt promoveren niet op. Ofschoon het veel 
moeilijker is voor niet-onderzoekers om iets zinnigs te zeggen over 
vreemde coëfficienten in fixed-effects multilevel regressie analyses, zijn 
er toch een hoop mensen die in de loop der jaren een rol hebben gehad 
bij het tot stand komen van mijn proefschrift. Bedanken wil ik allereerst 
mijn ouders. Het doorzettingsvermogen en denken in oplossingen dat ik 
van hen geleerd heb, kwam goed van pas deze jaren. Ook waren zij altijd 
belangstellend naar mijn vorderingen en lieten ze duidelijk merken trots te 
zijn. Mijn broer, Raoul, wil ik bedanken. Het is zo bijzonder om iemand 
te hebben met wie je je eerste herinneringen kunt delen. Ik hoop dat we 
later als ouwetjes nog samen terug kunnen kijken op onze vroegste jeugd! 
Ik waardeer je enthousiasme, relativeringsvermogen, behulpzaamheid en 
ik smul altijd van je onderhandelingsverhalen. Verder wil ik Esmeralda 
bedanken, een vriendin met wie ik sinds de start van onze studie vele 
transities heb kunnen delen in onze urenlange telefoongesprekken. Onze 
verschillende opvattingen geven mij een bredere blik op de maatschappij. 
Je hebt altijd een luisterend oor en ik hoop dat ik nog heel veel hoor over 
alle transities die je meemaakt en dat we nog vele foto’s gaan schieten 
samen. Bedankt ook dat je mij hebt willen helpen met de kaft. Fijn dat 
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jullie, Raoul en Esmeralda, mijn paranimfen willen zijn! Speciaal wil ik 
Steven Teerenstra bedanken, niet alleen voor zijn bijzondere kijk op het 
leven en de mens, maar ook voor zijn hulp bij wiskundige vragen waar 
niemand anders een antwoord op wist. Op de achtergrond spelen natuurlijk 
nog anderen een belangrijke rol, die mij aangehoord en afgeleid hebben 
indien nodig. Vrienden, bedankt! 

Ten slotte wil ik Koen bedanken. De onderwerpen die in mijn proefschrift 
aan bod komen volgen eigenlijk mijn eigen levensloop: ik begon als ‘happy 
single’ en eindigde als samenwonende; hetgeen met een steekproef van n=2 
bevestigt dat dit een stijging in je niveau van welbevinden veroorzaakt. 
Koen heeft nachten met mij samen op de bank gezeten, niet om een 
romantische film te kijken, maar om analyses te draaien in Stata – een 
programma dat hij helemaal niet kende. Hij heeft artikelen doorgelezen, 
meegedacht over theorie en resultaten en geholpen waar hij kon. Boven 
alles wil ik hem bedanken gewoon voor wie hij is. Ik mag mij gelukkig 
prijzen met zo’n geweldige man!      
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Background and research questions1. 

Introduction1.1. 

If childhood and adulthood are two islands, with people who have their 
own way of living and thinking, young adulthood is the bridge between 
them. When crossing this bridge, people have to struggle through several 
transitions in order to reach the other side. If they have crossed this bridge, 
most have turned from being an adolescent who lives with his or her parents 
and attends school into being an autonomous adult who lives independently 
or with a partner and perhaps children and who works for a living. These 
transitions have a huge impact and it is likely that losing old certainties and 
finding new ones affects happiness. The consequences of these transitions 
for young adults’ level of well-being is the main topic of this dissertation. 
This topic is placed in a life course perspective by focusing on age and 
duration effects and by paying attention to combinations of transitions.

Young adulthood is roughly the period between the ages of 18 to 30 or 
35 (Rindfuss, 1991). It has been called a ‘demographically dense’ period 
(Rindfuss, 1991, p. 494) because more normative life events take place 
in young adulthood than in any other period in life. Transitions that are 
usually mentioned are: Leaving home, finishing education, starting the 
first job, marrying and having the first child (Osgood, Ruth, Eccles, Jacobs 
and Barber, 2005). Since the 1960s, the variability in the trajectories that 
people follow has increased (Liefbroer and Dykstra, 2000 and Elzinga and 
Liefbroer, 2006).

More knowledge is needed about the extent to which and how these 
transitions affect well-being. This study focuses on transitions in the partner 
relationship1 domain because starting a long and happy relationship is one 
of the main tasks in young adulthood (Erikson, 1950) with a high impact 
on someone’s well-being (Baumeister and Leary, 1995 and Easterlin and 
Sawangfa, 2007). The large number of relationship dissolutions shows that 
this is not always an easy task. More research is needed on relationships 
and well-being as many societal developments have taken place in this area 
in the past decades. 

1 In this dissertation ‘relationship’ refers to romantic partner relationships if not specified 
otherwise.
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The main research questions are: 

How does the individual level of well-being develop during the course 1. 
of young adulthood? 
What are the effects of transitions in the relationship domain on 2. 
well-being? 
Which factors explain the effects of transitions in the relationship 3. 
domain on well-being?
What is the influence of the national context on the effects of relationship 4. 
transitions on well-being?

The first research question concerns individual patterns of well-being 
among young adults. What kind of pattern does the well-being level follow 
and how can this pattern be explained? Section 1.2 discusses the concept 
and measurement of well-being. In particular, we focus on subjective 
well-being (SWB) in this dissertation (Diener, 1994). In this section, we 
also describe the results of previous studies about the development of 
well-being in young adulthood. 

We then pay attention to the second research question about the effects 
of relationship transitions on well-being. In section 1.3 we describe 
societal trends in the relationship domain. Important developments are 
the decreasing marriage rate, the increasing divorce rate and the growing 
popularity of cohabitation. Section 1.4 summarises what is known about 
the consequences of relationship transitions for well-being. 

Section 1.5 focuses on the explanation of the effects of relationships on 
well-being, which is our third research question. Two theories are used 
as a framework to answer these second and third research questions: The 
set-point theory and the conservation of resources theory. Both theories are 
discussed in this section. 

The fourth research question focuses on cross-country differences with 
respect to living together inside or outside wedlock. Societal developments 
in the family domain are taking place throughout Europe, but things have 
not changed to the same extent in all countries. This means that differences 
between countries may affect the consequences that relationships have 
on well-being. This topic is further explored in section 1.6. To test our 
hypotheses, a Dutch panel survey and a European repeated cross-sectional 
survey are used. More information about the design and data of the studies 
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is given in section 1.7. Finally, section 1.8 presents an outline of the 
dissertation. 

Well-being1.2. 

The concept and measurement of well-being
Well-being is an essential universal goal for people (Lindenberg, 2001). 
It is therefore important to study well-being; how it develops and what 
determines changes in its level. There are many indicators of whether 
someone is feeling or doing well. Examples of these indicators are 
depression, mental health, general happiness, suicide rates, life satisfaction, 
psychological well-being and loneliness. These measures differ in several 
respects. Firstly, objective measures can be distinguished from subjective 
measures. Here, the term objective refers to verifiable behaviour or 
characteristics, whereas subjective refers to an internal experience. 
Secondly, whereas some scholars focus specifically on psychopathological 
symptoms ─the negative side of well-being─ others take the whole range 
from well-being to ‘ill-being’ into consideration. Thirdly, measures can 
indicate a general feeling of well-being in which all aspects are taken 
together, but it is also possible to measure specific aspects of well-being 
separately. Finally, in some cases instantaneous feelings are measured, 
while in other cases long-term evaluations of well-being are measured. 
Despite the differences between measures, we believe that the results of 
these measurements point in the same direction. We realise, however, that 
they are not identical (Compton, Smith, Cornish and Qualls, 1996 and 
Bierman, Fazio and Milkie, 2006). 

The key variable in this dissertation is subjective well-being (SWB). This 
is a subjective measurement of the cognitive and emotional evaluation 
of one’s own well-being (Diener, Suh, Lucas and Smith, 1999). We were 
interested in how happy people were. This is an individual subjective state. 
Therefore a person’s internal experience should be measured as this is the 
most valid representation of this state. A disadvantage of using subjective 
measures could be that people perhaps tend to give a social desirable answer 
or that other response biases affect their answers. Objective measures, 
such as suicide rates or blood pressure, are therefore sometimes used as 
alternatives. However, there are several reasons to choose a subjective 
measure despite this disadvantage. Firstly, social desirability bias is not 
strong for subjective well-being reports (McCrae, 1986) and even some 
objective measurements could be influenced by the measurement method 
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itself. Blood pressure, for example, might be heightened because people 
are nervous for the measurement. Secondly, objective measurements can 
be too indirect or only capture specific aspects of well-being. For example, 
suicide rates may not be indicative of the level of happiness of the people 
that do not commit suicide. 

Another reason to choose subjective well-being is that it focuses on 
the whole range of well-being. As Ryan and Deci state: “Well-being is 
not the absence of mental illness” (2001, p. 142). There is likely to be 
more variation between and within people when subjective well-being is 
measured than with measures such as depression or loneliness. Furthermore, 
subjective well-being is a general measure that encompasses all aspects 
of well-being that are important to individuals. Dividing well-being 
into several components, as in the concept of psychological well-being 
(Ryff and Keyes, 1995), is very useful in determining the components 
of well-being and how they might be differently affected. However, the 
importance of the components might differ among people. To assess 
someone’s level of well-being an individual weighting scheme should be 
used. A general measurement of well-being is then easier to use. Finally, 
subjective well-being is a suitable concept for measuring long-term 
changes in individuals. However, it is not a very precise measure. A more 
precise alternative could be to use specific day-to-day measurements, 
such as diaries, computerised experience sampling methods or cortisol 
measurements (Kahneman and Krueger, 2006). These measures indicate the 
positive or negative feelings of the respondent at the time of measurement. 
If this is measured on a daily basis, a detailed description can be given of 
their feelings’ development (Finkenauer, Gallucci, van Dijk and Pollmann, 
2007). These measures are not useful is this study, however, as relationship 
transitions do not happen overnight; preparations may start months before 
the actual transition. These day-to-day measures can only be used for a few 
weeks, but not to draw conclusions over periods of months or years. 

Subjective well-being consists of two elements: Life satisfaction and affect 
balance. Life satisfaction is defined by Suh, Diener, Oishi and Triandis 
(1998) as a ‘global cognitive judgment of one’s life’ and can be measured 
using the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener, Emmons, Larsen and Griffin, 
1985). An example of an item of this scale is: ‘I am satisfied with my life’. 
Affect balance is “the relative preponderance of pleasant compared with 
unpleasant emotional experience” (Suh et al., 1998, p 484), and is often 
measured using the Affect Balance Scale (Bradburn, 1969). An item of 
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the scale measuring positive affect is: ‘Did you feel particularly excited or 
interested in something?’

We chose to measure life satisfaction instead of positive and negative 
affect because life satisfaction is a global measurement that is well-suited 
to measure the effects of certain transitions over longer periods. It is less 
biased by mood swings, although people tend to use peak experiences 
and short-lived feelings to evaluate their well-being over a longer period 
(Kahneman, 1999). Furthermore, life satisfaction measures are often used 
in longitudinal research, which makes it easier to compare our studies with 
other studies. In addition, it has proven to be moderately stable across time 
and situations (Diener, 1994). 

Development of well-being in young adulthood
Most young adults have a fairly high level of well-being. For example, data 
from Statistics Netherlands (2001) show that 92% of the 18-25 year old 
Dutch is happy and 88% is satisfied or very satisfied with their lives. 

The question how happy young adults are compared to older or younger 
people is less clear. Studies that examine the pattern of well-being over 
the life course show inconsistent results. In studies that controlled for 
demographic factors to assess the effect of growing older, a U-shaped 
pattern was observed. This pattern implies that people in middle adulthood 
are less happy than people in young or old adulthood. The turning point 
is located between the ages of 35 and 50 (Mroczek and Kolarz, 1998 and 
Blanchflower and Oswald, 2007). 

However, another possible pattern is a reversed U-shaped pattern of SWB. 
Good health, growth in income, union formation would result in a rising 
level of well-being in young adulthood. In later adulthood, the loss of 
economic resources and decreasing health are thought to produce a lower 
level of well-being (Easterlin, 2006). Indeed, it was found that, compared 
to the average adolescent, the average young adult is less depressed 
(Galambos and Krahn, 2008), happier (Easterlin and Sawangfa, 2007) and 
has lower levels of negative affect (Charles, Reynolds and Gatz, 2001). 
Other studies concluded, however, that life satisfaction did not change over 
the life course as a result of age (Diener and Suh, 1997) and that young 
adults are just as happy as people in other age categories (Lelkes, 2008). 

In the Netherlands the percentage of young adults with depressive 
symptoms is high compared with older adults (Statistics Netherlands, 
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2008b), which points to an increasing or a U-shaped pattern. In contrast, 
the level of happiness of Dutch young adults aged 18-25 is higher than 
that of adolescents (12-18) and lower than that of adults aged 25 years 
and older, although the differences are very small. This is in line with a 
reversed U-shaped pattern.

Because of these contradictory findings, more research is needed to get 
a clear view of the development of subjective well-being over the course 
of young adulthood. Our first research question is therefore: How does 
individual subjective well-being develop over the course of young 
adulthood? The study in chapter 2 will focus on this question. 

Trends in the relationship domain1.3. 

In addition to the question how well-being changes over the life course, 
it is important to determine factors that influence the level of well-being 
and changes in this level. Transitions play an important role in this respect, 
especially relationship transitions (Easterlin and Sawangfa, 2007). Previous 
research has paid attention to these transitions, but many changes have 
taken place in the relationship domain in the past decades. The effects of 
relationships on well-being might therefore have changed as well. 
  
In the first decades after World War II life course trajectories were quite 
predictable. Most young adults finished their education, found a job, 
married and left the parental home, and then had children. This all took 
place within the span of a few years. After the 1960s the variability in 
individual trajectories increased (Elzinga and Liefbroer, 2006). It is now 
common for people to make a transition out of a certain status and to 
return to that status later in their lives. There is also more variability in the 
sequence and timing of events (Liefbroer and Dykstra, 2000). 

From the 1960s onwards profound changes have also taken place with 
respect to family formation and composition. Together, these changes 
are referred to as the Second Demographic Transition (Lesthaeghe 
and Van de Kaa, 1986). Changes regarding family composition include 
declining fertility levels and marriage rates, postponement of marriage and 
parenthood, a growing proportion of children born out-of-wedlock and an 
increase in divorce and unmarried cohabitation rates. In this dissertation we 
define the term union as relationships where the partners are living together 
married or unmarried. According to this definition dating is not a union, but 
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cohabitation and marriage are. Throughout the dissertation cohabitation 
refers to living together out of wedlock with a partner in a romantic 
relationship. We will now discuss developments with respect to union 
formation in more detail, focusing on the cohort born in the Netherlands in 
the 1960s as this is the most studied cohort in this dissertation. 

One important development with respect to union formation is the decline 
in the proportion of married people. In the Netherlands, 55% of young 
adults aged 20–29 years were married in 1970; in 2003 this was only 17% 
(Latten, 2004). The steepest decline took place in the 1970s. This means 
that the marriage rate among the 1960s cohort was already much lower by 
the time they had reached the stage of young adulthood, i.e. in the period 
1980-2000.

Explaining the declining marriage rate
Three related developments explain the decline in the proportion of married 
people. Firstly, the rising divorce rate: The percentage of marriages that are 
predicted to end in divorce in the Netherlands rose from 12.1% in 1971 
to about 33% in the first years of the 21st century (Statistics Netherlands, 
2008a). When the people in ‘our’ cohort, those born in the 1960s, were 
young adults, about 28-30% of married couples got divorced. The increasing 
divorce rate is thus in step with the declining marriage rate. 

This rising divorce rate is related to processes of increasing individual-
isation, secularisation, the economic independence of partners and 
legal opportunities to divorce (Surkyn and Lesthaeghe, 2004). These 
developments affect the divorce rates both directly or indirectly via marital 
quality. Gove, Style and Hughes (1990) claim that, these days, a happy and 
stable marriage is more difficult to attain. The process of individualisation 
places higher demands on the partner as people now rely more on their 
partners for support and less on other people. Moreover, people’s roles in 
life are becoming increasingly complex, which may put extra pressure on 
the relationship. Finally, secularisation results in a declining influence of 
religion and hence a less negative attitude towards divorce. People who 
approve of divorce are more likely to actually divorce (Amato and Rogers, 
1999).

A second development that explains the decreasing proportion of married 
people is the postponement of marriage. In the Netherlands, the average 
age at first marriage was 25 for men and 23 for women in 1960. In 2004, 
this was 32 years for men and 29 years for women (Latten, 2004). If people 
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marry at a later age, a smaller proportion will be married in their early 
young adulthood. Marriage is delayed because women stay in education 
longer than they used to and people tend not to get married while they are 
still in education (Blossfeld and Huinink, 1991). Moreover, young adults 
are attaching greater importance to knowing that they are marrying the 
right person and therefore are more willing to wait until the right person 
comes along (Kefalas, 2007). 

In spite of the tendency to postpone or even cancel marriage, young adults 
still care about living together. The overwhelming majority of young adults 
is still in search of a partner with whom to share their daily lives (Huinink, 
2000). Expecting happiness from a relationship is an important reason 
for this. However, living with a partner does not necessarily mean being 
married. Many choose to live together before getting married and some 
cohabitants do not have marriage plans at all (Liefbroer, 1991 and Kiernan, 
2004). 

The increase in unmarried cohabitation is the third development explaining 
the decline in the proportion of married people (Seltzer, 2000). This increase 
partly compensates for this decline (Liefbroer and De Jong-Gierveld, 1992). 
Living together out of wedlock is not a new phenomenon; it crops up at 
various times and places. In many countries, for example, poor people who 
cannot afford to wed or to buy a house, start living together unmarried. It 
is also found among certain cultural minorities (Carmichael, 1995). What 
is new about the phenomenon is the scale of cohabitation these days and 
the changed attitudes towards this type of relationship. From being an 
exceptional way of life for the poor or certain intellectual elites, it has 
now turned into a normal stage of life for the entire population in many 
countries (Manting, 1996). 

This development is depicted in Figure 1.1. The graph shows the percentage 
of people in Europe who live together, or have ever lived together outside 
of marriage as a percentage of those who live together, or have lived 
together in or out of wedlock. For cohorts born in the 1970s, the percentage 
of cohabitants has increased to 70% in Europe (see also Carmichael, 
1995). The rising line will probably continue further in later cohorts. The 
percentage of cohabitants is highest in Scandinavian countries and lowest 
in some eastern and southern European countries. In section 1.6 we will 
elaborate further on these country differences. A separate line is drawn for 
the Netherlands, where the overwhelming majority of people these days 
live together out of wedlock at some point in their lives. The 1960 cohort, 
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which we will study in more detail and which is indicated by the thick line, 
has high levels of cohabitation compared with older cohorts and compared 
with other countries. 

There are several reasons for the rising popularity of cohabitation. According 
to Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa (1986), the increase in cohabitation and 
divorce rates resulted from a change in value orientation, economic changes 
and institutional change. People had to focus more on their preferences 
and had greater possibilities to act upon them (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim, 
1996). This is the same process of individualisation that also contributed 
to the rising divorce rate. Women became more financially independent, 
which decreased the material benefits they could gain from marriage 
and raised the standard of an acceptable spouse (Carmichael, 1995 and 
Kalmijn, 2007). In addition, the influence of religion and religious values 
decreased (Lehrer, 2000). In particular, having sexual experience before 
marriage, which is rejected in most religions, became approved behaviour 
(Bumpass, 1990).

Figure 1.1. Proportion of people who are, or have been in unmarried 
cohabitation as a proportion of the total number of people who live together with 

a partner, in Europe and the Netherlands by birth cohort (1900-1980)
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These changes in attitude go hand in hand with changes in behaviour 
and legislation. Legal rights for cohabitants and an increasingly positive 
attitude are likely to make cohabitation more attractive, which increases 
its prevalence. Conversely, an increasing number of cohabitants is likely 
to result in wider acceptance and in inclusion of new social developments 
in legislation. Finally, an increasing divorce rate results in a higher 
cohabitation rate because, after experiencing divorce or the death of a 
spouse, people tend to opt for cohabitation over marriage if they start a 
new union (Bumpass and Sweet, 1989 and Seltzer, 2000).

The increasing variability in the family domain has had many consequences 
for the sequence and timing of life course events. Nowadays, adults, 
especially young adults, alternate between single, steady dating, cohabiting 
and married states (Liefbroer and Dykstra, 2000 and Elzinga and Liefbroer, 
2006). This is one reason why we need more research on relationships: 
The consequences of these other types of relationships should be examined 
and questions that have been studied in the past should be reconsidered 
in the changed context. At the same time some ‘old’ questions should be 
readdressed as better data and statistical methods are now available. 

Effects of relationship transitions on subjective well-being1.4. 

Effects of entering into a relationship on well-being
Many cross-sectional studies have focused on marital status and found that 
married people are better off than unmarried people with respect to a whole 
range of well-being and health measures. Married people are, for example, 
less depressed, less likely to become alcohol addicted, more satisfied with 
life, less lonely and they live longer (Haring-Hidore, Stock, Okun and 
Witter, 1985; Coombs, 1991; Waite and Gallagher, 2000; Dykstra and De 
Jong-Gierveld, 2004 and Kohler, Behrmann and Skytthe, 2005). 

Longitudinal studies confirm this picture. Kim and McKenry (2002) show 
that people who marry are less depressed and in better physical health 
than people who remain unmarried. Entering marriage also enhances 
satisfaction with life (Zimmermann and Easterlin, 2006) and several aspects 
of psychological well-being (Marks and Lambert, 1998). In several studies 
this result was replicated with mental health as an indicator of well-being 
(Simon, 2002; Willitts, Benzeval and Stansfeld, 2004 and Strohschein, 
McDonough, Monette and Shao, 2005). For an overview of the research 
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on the relationship between marriage and mental health see Wilson and 
Oswald (2005).

Studies that focus on young adults show the same positive picture. Liefbroer 
(1997) compared young adults from twelve European countries and found 
that those who were not in a union were less satisfied with their lives than 
the young adults who were married or cohabiting. Lee and Gramotnev 
(2007) confirmed the beneficial effect of moving into cohabitation and 
marriage for young Australian women. 

Differences between types of relationship
As mentioned, most research on partner relationships and well-being 
focused on marital status. One may question whether marital status can 
still be used as an adequate indicator of relationship status. Since the 
popularity of cohabitation has increased, the unmarried group has become 
more heterogeneous. It is important to distinguish cohabiting young adults 
from those who are dating steadily and separated or never-married singles. 
Whether dating is beneficial to well-being has not often been studied as it 
has been assumed to be of little importance for adults (Collins, 2003). 

Ross (1995) theorised that marital status must be considered a continuum 
of social attachment. She considered being married as the status with 
the highest and having no partner as the status with the lowest level of 
attachment. In between were having a partner outside the household 
(dating) and living in a household with a partner without being married 
(cohabiting). Ross found that the higher the attachment, the less depressed 
people were. Kamp Dush and Amato (2005) replicated Ross’s study with 
a longitudinal young adult sample. They refined the continuum by adding 
the status dating multiple partners and called attachment commitment. 
Their results resembled those of Ross: An increasing level of commitment 
was related to an increase in well-being, irrespective of the quality of the 
relationship. People with a partner were significantly happier than people 
without a partner, but other differences in well-being between adjacent 
relationship statuses were not significant. 

Specific attention has been paid in the literature to differences between 
cohabiting and married relationships. Similar effects on well-being can 
be expected because the living arrangements are very similar. They both 
share households and have a partner that can provide emotional support, 
intimacy and other social provisions. On the other hand, marriage may have 
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something special that additionally enhances well-being that cohabitation 
does not have. 

Previous studies have found that cohabiting unions are less stable than 
married unions (Berrington and Diamond, 1999). This may be explained 
by the fact that the level of commitment of marriage is higher (Stanley, 
Whitton and Markman, 2004 and Marcussen, 2005), not only because the 
legal constraints and sanctions are greater in the case of divorce, but also 
because spouses declare their commitment towards each other in public, 
whereas there is usually no such ceremony for cohabitants. Because of 
this higher level of commitment, union dissolution is more difficult and 
less likely. Furthermore, the expectations of cohabitants regarding their 
relationship are likely to differ from those of married couples. Cohabitants 
may consider their union to be either a trial or a prelude to marriage, 
or the final state of their relationship (Liefbroer, 1991 and Manning, 
Longmore and Giordano, 2007). Cohabitation, more often than marriage, 
may be chosen for financial or other practical reasons and less often out 
of romantic considerations (Sassler, 2004). In addition, the social role of 
a cohabitant is less clearly defined than the social role of a spouse (Nock, 
1995 and Musick and Bumpass, 2006). These differences may decrease 
the stability of cohabiting relationships. Moreover, cohabitants tend to 
value individualism more and traditional patterns less than their married 
counterparts: They have more positive attitudes towards separation and 
divorce (Axinn and Thornton, 1992) and tend to opt for an egalitarian 
relationship and egalitarian division of household chores (South and 
Spitze, 1994; Clarkberg, Stolzenberg and Waite, 1995 and Brines and 
Joyner, 1999). 

The lower commitment and greater instability in cohabiting unions 
results in lower relationship quality for cohabiting unions, and may, as 
a consequence, result in a lower level of well-being (Brown and Booth, 
1996). This has indeed been found in some studies (Horwitz and White, 
1998 and Brown, 2000). However, in other studies, the difference between 
cohabiting and married people was small or inexistent (Kamp Dush and 
Amato, 2005 and Musick and Bumpass, 2006). This gap in well-being 
between cohabitants and married people is one of the main issues we will 
address in this dissertation. chapters 3, 4 and 5 examine whether there is 
a difference between these types of relationship and their consequences 
on well-being in the Netherlands (chapter 3 and 4) and in other European 
countries (chapter 5).
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Effects of union dissolution and repartnering on well-being
Dissolution of a union often leads to a strong decline in well-being, 
whether a dissolution of marriage (divorce) or a dissolution of cohabitation 
(separation) (Marks and Lambert, 1998; Johnson and Wu, 2002 and Kim 
and MacKenry, 2002). This decline is caused, first of all, by the loss of the 
partner and the loss of the resources that the partner provided. This loss is 
often accompanied by a loss of contact with the children, a loss of someone 
helping with childcare and homemaking, a loss of income, rising costs and a 
loss of social contacts (Kalmijn, 2003; Avellar and Smock, 2005 and Terhell, 
Broese van Groenou and Van Tilburg, 2007). The initial loss of resources 
may result in secondary losses as well, such as a loss of self-esteem. This 
means that further threats of losses are met by a weakened resource pool. 
It is not surprising then, that divorcees and widowers are lonelier and have 
a lower level of life satisfaction than people who have never been married 
(Dykstra and De Jong-Gierveld, 2004 and Lucas, 2005). 

The period preceding union dissolution is the most stressful period (Johnson 
and Wu, 2002). After the dissolution is final, most people adjust to their 
changed situation. However, this adaptation process may take years and 
some people do not reach the level of happiness they had before the event 
(Lucas, 2007). This could, for example, be explained by the fact that they 
are unable to rebuild their social network. Only half of the social contacts 
they lost during the period of union dissolution are renewed in later years 
(Terhell, Broese van Groenou and Van Tilburg, 2004).

After union dissolution, many people meet a new partner and start a new 
union. This enhances well-being, but whether the repartnered are as happy 
as people who are in their first union is still open to question. Some studies 
conclude that well-being enhancement when entering a first union is similar 
to that upon entering second or later unions (Johnson and Wu, 2002), while 
others conclude that re-marriage does not enhance well-being as much as 
entering into a first marriage (Kim and MacKenry, 2002). 

Many previous studies examine the events of entering and exiting 
relationships as separate events. However, we believe that the combination 
of experiencing certain transitions may give a more complete picture of 
the consequences of these transitions. In chapter 4, explicit attention is 
therefore paid to the combination of entering and exiting relationships and 
the adjustment to union dissolution. 
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Long-term effects of relationships on well-being
As many studies are cross-sectional, there is still a lack of knowledge 
about the long-term effects of relationships on well-being. And even if 
longitudinal data are used, the duration of a particular relationship status is 
usually not taken into account. Research concerning this issue is therefore 
needed and this is also one of the main issues we will address in this 
dissertation (chapter 4). 

What has been found in some studies is that couples who were just married 
were happier than couples who were married for several years (Stutzer and 
Frey, 2006 and Zimmermann and Easterlin, 2006). The initial increase in 
well-being slowly faded away to the premarital level. Long-term effects 
have not yet been examined with regard to cohabitation. A positive 
adaptation effect was found following divorce. However, the return to the 
predivorce level of well-being took years for many people; for some the 
level remained low permanently (Lucas, 2005 and McKee-Ryan, Song, 
Wanberg and Kinicki, 2005).

Explaining the effects of relationship transitions on well-being1.5. 

There are several explanations for the short-term and long-term effects 
of relationships on well-being. The explanations can be divided into two 
categories: Causation and selection. Whereas causation assumes that 
relationships affect well-being, selection assumes that people who enter a 
relationship differ from those who do not enter a relationship in terms of 
certain characteristics. 

Causation 
Three causal explanations that are often mentioned with respect to 
married-unmarried differences are the availability of material resources, 
encouragement of health behaviour and social provisions (Ren, 1997; 
Waite and Gallagher, 2000 and Wilson and Oswald, 2005). 

Firstly, married people have more material resources. Married men, for 
example, have a higher income, on average, than unmarried men, even 
taking into account the number of people who share that income (Waite, 
2000 and Ahituv and Lerman, 2005). In addition, married people have 
the advantage of economies-of-scale because they share households and 
costs. It can be questioned whether this reason can explain well-being 
differences between the married and cohabitants as well. Cohabitants also 
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have the economies-of-scale advantage because their living arrangement is 
similar to that of the married. Nevertheless, they are less likely to pool their 
resources and specialise than married people (Brines and Joyner, 1999 and 
Oppenheimer, 2000). Specialisation and resource pooling result in a more 
committed relationship as this makes the partners more dependent on each 
other. Cohabitants’ preference to remain more independent of their partners 
may decrease the material benefits resulting from their union. Cohabitants 
also lack some tax advantages that married people have (Bowman, 2004 
and Waaldijk, 2005). This may explain why cohabitants have a lower SWB 
level. 

A second explanation for the better health and indirectly for the higher 
well-being of the married is that partners encourage each other to behave 
more healthily, for example, they visit a doctor sooner, drink less alcohol, 
engage in sport more often and share emotional reactions on events (Rimé, 
Finkenauer, Luminet, Zech and Philippot, 1998 and Wilson and Oswald, 
2005). As a result, they tend to have fewer mental and physical health 
problems, which has a positive influence on their level of subjective 
well-being (Finkenauer and Rime, 1998). In addition, being in a relationship 
may enhance self-esteem and consequently enable coping with diseases 
or other stressful circumstances (Kim and MacKenry, 2002). This reason 
should be valid not only for the married, but for all people with a partner. 

The third reason that is mentioned for the higher well-being of the married is 
the amount of social resources that a partner can offer (Ross, 1995 and Reis 
and Aron, 2008). Social resources can be provided directly by the partner or 
be things people have access to because they are in a partner relationship. 
Weiss (1974) mentions six such provisions: (1) attachment, (2) reassurance 
of worth, (3) guidance, (4) reliable alliance, (5) social integration and (6) 
opportunity to provide nurturance. Other social resources are instrumental 
support, someone to share pastimes or household chores with and sexual 
activities (Cutrona, 2004). These things can, of course, also be provided 
by others than a partner, but the partner is likely to be the main provider. 
Again, the provision of social resources may be beneficial in all types of 
partner relationships, but it is likely that more social resources are provided 
if the relationship is more committed. 

Bierman, Fazio and Milkie (2006) show that the explanatory power of 
psychosocial and socioeconomic resources differs among measurements 
of well-being. These researchers compare measurements of alcohol abuse 
(indicator of mental health), purpose in life (aspect of psychological 
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well-being) and distress. The differences found between the marital statuses 
were independent of the measure used, but when alcohol was used as an 
indicator of well-being, the explanatory power of the resources was smaller. 
We therefore expect that subjective measurements of well-being will show 
the same results as distress, although small differences are likely. 

Conservation of resources theory
The three explanations mentioned above are all specific explanations 
that fit in the general conservation of resources theory. This theory, 
which was developed by Hobfoll (1989; 2001), is therefore used 
as a framework to explain the effects of relationship transitions on 
well-being. Within the theory, resources are defined as “those objects, 
personal characteristics, conditions, or energies that are valued by 
the individual or that serve as a means for attainment of these objects, 
personal characteristics, conditions or energies” (Hobfoll, 1989’, 
p. 516). It is a broad concept that includes material (e.g., income, home 
ownership) and non-material resources (e.g., self-esteem, social support). 
Hobfoll considers personality traits as key resources in this respect because 
they are related to the perception and management of other resources and 
events and therefore enable coping with the loss of resources and facilitate 
the gaining of new resources (Thoits, 1994).

Hobfoll’s main assumption is that stress increases and well-being 
decreases when resources are lost and when there is a threat of losing or 
not gaining expected resources. A second assumption is that people invest 
in preventing the loss of resources. Thirdly, the loss of resources or a lack 
of resources may result in an even larger loss of resources. Conversely, 
having many resources at one’s disposal makes people less vulnerable 
to losses and enables them to obtain more resources. Hobfoll calls this 
the resource caravan effect. Another reason for this resource caravan 
effect is that people who have many resources are more likely to invest 
and take risks to gain more resources, and are consequently more likely 
to in fact gain resources. People with fewer resources might refrain from 
taking risks to prevent greater losses, and as a result they do not gain 
any resources. A fourth assumption is that the negative effect of losing 
resources on stress and well-being is greater than the positive effect of 
gaining resources (Hobfoll, 2001). This proposition is based on findings 
in the psychology literature, which show that negative events tend to elicit 
more physiological, affective, cognitive and behavioural responses than 
neutral or positive events (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer and Vohs, 
2001). Nevertheless, some positive events do enhance well-being, and we 
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believe that this results from a resource gain. In chapter 3, we will examine 
whether this expectation of Hobfoll is correct. 

As mentioned, not only an actual loss, but also the threat of losing resources 
can cause a decline in well-being. Maintaining resources is therefore 
important. This idea is closely related to the mechanism of uncertainty 
reduction. People have a need to reduce uncertainty because uncertainty 
causes stress about losing resources and therefore decreases well-being 
(Greco and Roger, 2003). Transitions, such as marriage, may make the 
future more predictable and may therefore have positive effects on the SWB 
level (Berger and Bradac, 1982). We expect that entering a relationship 
with a higher level of commitment is therefore related to an extra increase 
in well-being because it decreases the threat of losing resources. 

Selection 
In addition to these causal explanations, the effects of relationships on 
well-being may also be explained by selection that is based on the level of 
well-being or on other characteristics. Firstly, selection can be based on the 
level of well-being: i.e., happier people are more likely to enter a committed 
relationship such as marriage. If this is true, the married group would be 
happier on average. Results of studies that examined this selection effect 
are contradictory. Mastekaasa (1992) found that among Norwegian single 
young adults the level of subjective well-being predicted the likelihood of 
marriage within a two- to four-year period. In a later study, Mastekaasa 
(2006) confirmed that there must be some selection of happy people into 
marriage or cohabitation as there was a difference in well-being between 
the respondents inside and outside a union, and entering a union did not 
enhance the well-being of the Norwegian students.2 Stutzer and Frey 
(2006) found a selection effect for people who marry relatively early or 
late in life, but not for those marrying around the age of 30. Finally, Frech 
and Williams (2006) found an interaction effect between depression and 
the well-being gains of marriage: People who were depressed gained more 
from entering marriage. If this is true with respect to other mental health 
problems as well, the unhappiest people should be found in the unmarried 
group. 

By contrast, Kamp Dush and Amato (2005) found a negative relationship 
between happiness and the likelihood of entering a more committed type 
of relationship. And in other studies, no selection effects were found that 
could explain well-being differences between unmarried and married 
2 Note that not finding an effect of entering a union is very uncommon.
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people (Brown, 2000; Lamb, Lee and DeMaris, 2003 and Wu, Penning, 
Pollard and Hart, 2003). These contradictory results suggest that effects of 
selection that are based on well-being are small or non-existent. The effect 
of causation is much more likely to be valid (Kim and MacKenry, 2002). 

Another possible selection effect is selection that is based on characteristics 
that are related to both well-being and the choice of entering a certain 
relationship. If people who choose a certain union type differ from those 
who do not, compositional differences arise. For example, religion is an 
important selection factor. Religious people are happier and more likely to 
marry than non-religious people. This results in a compositional difference: 
Married people are, on average, more religious and therefore happier 
(Thornton, Axinn and Hill, 1992). 

This type of selection results in compositional differences between 
people in different types of relationship. It may also explain why married 
people are happier than cohabiting people, despite their similar living 
arrangements. Again, religion could be an important selection factor, but 
income may play a role as well. People with higher earnings are more likely 
to marry rather than to cohabit (Clarkberg, 1999; Oppenheimer, 2003; 
Smock, Manning and Porter, 2005 and Lichter, Qian and Mellott, 2006). 
This results in a lower level of well-being among cohabitants because an 
increase in income is positively related to well-being (Marcussen, 2005). 
However, it is not known to what extent this kind of selection plays a role 
and if well-being differences between the two types of relationship remain 
if these factors are controlled for. Specific attention is therefore paid to this 
topic in chapter 5.

Explaining long-term effects: The set-point theory
In the few studies that address the long-term effects of marriage and union 
dissolution, the assumption about complete adaptation in the set-point 
theory is used to formulate their hypotheses (Lucas and Clark, 2006 and 
Zimmermann and Easterlin, 2006). This theory deals explicitly with the 
long-term effects of life events on well-being and is therefore very useful 
with regard to our research questions.

The set-point theory is derived from Helson’s adaptation level theory 
(1964). Helson developed this theory to describe the biological process of 
adaptation to stimuli such as noises. If the stimulus’ presence continues, 
habituation takes place and the stimulus is no longer consciously perceived. 
Later, this idea of habituation or adaptation was applied to psychological 
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processes (Brickman and Campbell, 1971). Headey and Wearing (1989) 
generalised the theory by applying it to positive events and called it the 
dynamic equilibrium theory. They assumed that everyone has a certain 
baseline level of well-being, which they called the equilibrium. This 
baseline is determined by genes and personality (Lykken, 2000 and Headey, 
2007). Under this theory, the socio-cultural context and life events are of 
lesser importance (Suh, Diener and Fujita, 1996; Diener et al., 1999 and 
Lucas and Donnellan, 2007). Personality and genes ensure that well-being 
always returns to the baseline; this is called the adaptation effect. Temporary 
fluctuation in SWB is thus possible, but no long-term changes (Suh et al., 
1996). 
This theory has been examined in several studies with different purposes. 
The results were mixed. One group of studies explicitly addressed the 
long-term stability of SWB. Fujita and Diener (2005), for example, 
compared well-being scores in the first five years of the 20 waves of the 
panel study GSOEP with the scores in the last five years. Their conclusion 
was that life satisfaction fluctuated significantly from year to year. However, 
this fluctuation was not very large. For most people, their SWB scores did 
not change over the ten-year period, as the set-point theory predicts. Still, 
for other people well-being did change significantly in the long run. This 
finding was confirmed in other studies (Costa and McCrae, 1980; Diener, 
Lucas and Scollon, 2006 and Lucas, 2007), in a young adult sample as well 
(Koivumaa-Honkanen, Kaprio, Honkanen, Viinamäki and Koskenvuo, 
2005).

Another group of studies examined the long-term influence of life events 
on SWB. One classical study on this topic is that by Brickman, Coates 
and Janoff-Bulman (1978). In a cross-sectional design, they compared 
normal patients with paraplegic and quadriplegic patients, and lottery 
winners with non-winners. They found that well-being differences were 
much smaller than expected, although there certainly were differences. 
The researchers concluded that well-being was unlikely to change. This 
was also the conclusion of Suh, Diener and Fujita (1996), who found that 
only events that had happened in the previous three months were correlated 
with well-being scores. This is in contrast with studies that find traces of 
life events years after they happened (Easterlin, 2003 and Lucas, 2007).

From these contradictory findings it can be concluded that the original 
set-point theory has certain drawbacks as long-term changes in SWB may 
occur. Therefore, several researchers have proposed adjustments to the 
set-point theory. Diener, Lucas and Scollon (2006) pointed out that people’s 
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set-points differ from each other. They believe that change in set-points is 
possible, but only as a result of a major change in conditions such the death 
of a family member. Individual differences may also exist with respect to 
the adaptation process resulting from the use of different coping strategies. 
These differences are partly related to personal characteristics. The role 
of personality in the theory has thus been extended. This is in line with 
the notion of personal resources as key resources in the conservation of 
resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989).

Headey adjusted the role of personality in a revision of his Dynamic 
Equilibrium theory (Headey, 2006; 2008). He proposes that personality is 
a starting point for changes in the SWB level because it determines how 
many positive and negative events a person experiences and how events 
are perceived. Headey still assumes that personality has a stabilising 
function and that personality does not affect the magnitude of the change in 
well-being. Like Diener, Lucas and Scollon (2006), he believes that major 
changes are needed to change a set-point and this will probably happen 
only for a minority of people. However, his expectations may well still be 
too strict: Normative life events such as marriage might alter the set-point 
as well. This has yet to be examined, however. 

The personality traits that are found to have the largest impact on 
well-being are neuroticism and extraversion. Both are part of the Big Five 
personality dimensions and are the basic traits that should encompass all 
other traits. Extraversion has to do with aspects of interpersonal contact 
such as dominance, outgoingness, excitement seeking, energy level and 
positive emotionality. Neuroticism is also referred to as the opposite of 
emotional stability because it has to do with negative emotionality: How a 
person reacts in a stressful situation (DeNeve and Cooper, 1998). In a large 
meta-analysis, DeNeve and Cooper (1998) concluded that neuroticism was 
the strongest predictor among the Big Five traits of the SWB components 
life satisfaction (r = -.24) and negative affect (r = .23). Extraversion was 
strongly related to positive affect (r = .17). 

In an exploratory study, Headey (2006) found that people with a high level 
of neuroticism tend to evaluate events more negatively, whereas extravert 
people tend to evaluate events more positively. As a result, people that 
score high on neuroticism experience or perceive more negative events and 
extravert people experience more positive events. Also, negative events 
have a larger negative impact and positive events have a smaller positive 
impact on highly neurotic people.
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Unions in their national context1.6. 

Most studies about relationships have been conducted in the United States, 
and there is little cross-national comparative work. There is some evidence 
that the positive consequences of marriage are universal (Diener, Gohm, 
Suh and Oishi, 2000 and Stack and Eshleman, 1998), but again there is 
not much research that takes a closer look at the magnitude of the effects 
on well-being or at other types of relationship besides marriage. To fill 
this gap in relationship research, attention will be paid to cross-national 
differences in chapter 5.

There are clear differences between European countries with respect to the 
average level of well-being; Western European countries score higher than 
eastern European countries. In a world ranking, the Netherlands is in 14th 
place. The ‘happiest’ countries in the period 2000-2008 were Iceland and 
Denmark (Veenhoven, 2008). This high level may be related to the level 
of prosperity in a country (Hagerty and Veenhoven, 2003 and Stevenson 
and Wolfers, 2008) or to differences in the rating of well-being (Angelini, 
Cavapozzi, Corazzini and Paccagnella, 2008).

European countries also differ from each other with respect to relationship 
behaviour, as shown in Figure 1.1. The Second Demographic Transition, 
which we described in section 1.3, took place in most Western countries, 
but not in all countries to the same extent. The transition started in northern 
and western European countries, followed first by countries such as the 
United States, Canada, Australia and later by countries in southern and 
eastern Europe (Katus, Puur and Sakkeus, 2008 and Surkyn and Lesthaeghe, 
2004). In these latter countries the developments started later because of 
the strong influence of religion and traditional family values (Carmichael, 
1995 and Reher, 1998). This results in large differences among European 
countries in terms of, for example, attitudes towards unmarried cohabitation 
and the percentage of people that enter cohabitation. 

Firstly, there are differences with respect to the prevalence of cohabitation. 
In France and the Nordic countries, especially Sweden and Denmark, there 
are relatively low percentages of married people and high percentages of 
cohabitants. In these countries, most young adults start cohabiting and 
many do not convert their relationship into marriage later, although the 
married are in the majority in middle adulthood. In eastern and southern 
European countries, the reverse pattern can be seen: Many people marry 
directly without cohabiting. Cohabitation as an alternative to marriage is 
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uncommon here (Kiernan, 2000). Western and central European countries 
have intermediate levels of cohabitation and marriage. In these countries, 
many people start living with their partner in an unmarried union, but marry 
later on (Kalmijn, 2007 and Kiernan, 2004). In the Netherlands, young 
adults start cohabiting within a shorter span of years than in other European 
countries. Among all European young adults in 1992 the percentage of 
people living with a partner married or unmarried was not relatively high 
among 20-years-old Dutch (4%), but among people who were aged 30, this 
percentage was larger among the Dutch (71%) than among 30-years-old in 
other countries (Manting and Alders, 1998). 

Countries also differ with respect to people’s acceptance of cohabitation. 
Liefbroer and Fokkema (2008) have examined attitudes towards 
cohabitation in 35 European countries, using the 2002 International 
Social Survey Program. People were asked whether they agreed with the 
statement “It’s all right for a couple to live together without intending to get 
married”. In Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, Flanders, Switzerland, 
Spain and former East Germany 90% or more agreed with this statement. 
In Norway, Finland, the United Kingdom, Ireland, former West-Germany, 
Austria, France, Portugal, Hungary and Slovenia between 80 and 90% 
agreed. In Latvia, Russia, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Poland, Italy and 
Cyprus about 70% agreed with the statement. When asked whether they 
felt that premarital cohabitation was a good idea, roughly the same pattern 
was found. In the Netherlands, in 2002 90% of the respondents was all 
right with unmarried cohabitation as an alternative to marriage and 74% 
accepted premarital cohabitation. In 1994, this was 88 and 61%. 

Differences across countries with respect to cohabitation are also 
reflected in differences in the response of cultural and legal institutions 
to cohabitation (Fussell and Gauthier, 2005). Legal arrangements for 
unmarried cohabitants regarding taxes, inheritance, parenthood and other 
issues differ between countries within and outside Europe (Bowman, 2004 
and Waaldijk, 2005). In the Scandinavian countries and in the Netherlands, 
for example, cohabitants can have the same rights and duties as married 
people depending on the contract they conclude.

However, in other countries such as most states in the United States, people 
in unmarried cohabitation have no or few legal rights or duties, despite the 
fact that it is the dominant lifestyle among young adults (Schoen, Landale 
and Daniels, 2007). As mentioned, differences in family policies often 
reflect the importance of religious and conservative values (Lehrer, 2000). 
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Knowing more about the consequences of different types of relationship, 
for example on well-being, might lead to a reconsideration of the value of 
different types of relationship and of existing policies and legislation. 

These differences in the acceptance and prevalence of cohabitation are 
related to selection into cohabitation and marriage. Cohabitants will 
probably form a less selective and more homogeneous group if their 
behaviour is more approved of. This might result in composition differences 
between cohabiting and married groups and consequently affect the average 
well-being levels of these two groups: Differences between cohabitants 
and the married are likely to be larger in some countries than in others. This 
kind of selection will be examined in chapter 5. 

Design and data1.7. 

Longitudinal panel study
Our research questions are placed in a life course perspective; We examine 
long-term effects of relationships on well-being, patterns of well-being 
over the course of young adulthood and age effects. Therefore, to be able 
to answer our questions, we needed a longitudinal panel study focusing 
on young adults and containing detailed information about well-being 
and the timing of transitions. The Panel study of Social Integration in 
the Netherlands (PSIN) met these criteria (Liefbroer and Kalmijn, 1997). 
This study is designed to investigate the process of social integration of 
young adults in the important life domains of living arrangements, family 
formation, education and occupation. Its aim was not only to examine how 
young adults take part in society, but also which personal characteristics, 
social factors, attitudes, values and norms promote or hinder the process of 
integration (Liefbroer, 1991). 

The Netherlands provide an interesting site for research on marriage and 
alternative living arrangements, such as unmarried cohabitation, because 
these living arrangements are popular, broadly accepted and included in 
the legal system (Waaldijk, 2005). Compared to other Western countries, 
the Netherlands occupy an intermediate position in terms of the popularity 
of cohabitation (Heuveline and Timberlake, 2004 and Liefbroer and 
Fokkema, 2008). Therefore, examining young adults in this country is a 
good starting point for studying differences in well-being between young 
adults in different types of partner relationships.
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The PSIN panel study is unique in the Netherlands because it consists of 
six waves of data collection, conducted in 1987, 1989, 1991, 1995, 1999 
and 2005. Young adults have been followed for as long as 18 years and a 
new wave of data collection is in preparation. This study provides a wealth 
of information about educational, working and family careers. We know 
exactly in which month a marriage started or ended, for example. Another 
advantage of the PSIN is that the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et 
al., 1985) was included to measure well-being. This is a validated and 
reliable method to measure life satisfaction. Many other studies use only 
less reliable one-item questions to assess well-being. 

The study is a collaboration of the Netherlands Interdisciplinary 
Demographic Institute and the Departments of Sociology of Utrecht 
University and Tilburg University. It is a continuation of the panel study 
on The Process of Social Integration of Young Adults: A Sociometric and 
Psychometric Study, which was conducted at the Departments of Social 
Research Methodology and Work and Organizational Psychology at the 
VU University Amsterdam between 1987 and 1996. 

An overview of the survey instruments used in each wave and the response 
rates are presented in Table 1.1. The first wave, held in 1987, consisted 
of an interview schedule and a self-administered questionnaire. The 
second wave took place in 1989 and consisted of a mail questionnaire 
only. Please note that Wave 2 was not used in this dissertation as it 
contained no information on the key variable well-being. The third wave 
was conducted in 1991 and consisted of both an interview schedule and 
a self-administered questionnaire. The fourth wave of data collection in 
1995 was combined with a larger survey known as Households in the 
Netherlands 1995 (HIN95). It consisted of an interview schedule and two 
self-administered questionnaires. In addition, a mail questionnaire was 
sent to PSIN respondents who were not eligible for inclusion in the main 
phase of the fieldwork or were not reached by the fieldwork agency that 
approached the HIN respondents. The fifth wave, which was conducted 
in 1999 and 2000, consisted of a computer-assisted telephone interview, a 
self-administered questionnaire and a mail questionnaire. All respondents 
who had participated in Wave 3 were invited to participate in Wave 5 again, 
including those who did not participate in Wave 4. In 2005/2006 we have 
collected the sixth wave. In this wave respondents were again approached 
to answer a mail questionnaire. Again, all participants of the third wave 
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Wave Year Type N Wave-specific 
response rate

Retention 
rate after 
Wave 1

1 1987 Face-to-face + self-
administered question-
naire

1775 63.4 100

2 1989 Mail 1419 79.9 79.9
3 1991 Face-to-face + self-

administered 
questionnaire

1257 88.6 70.9

4 1995 Face-to-face + 2 
self-administered 
questionnaires + 
additional mail

962 76.5 54.2

5 1999/2000 Telephone interview + 
self-administered 
questionnaire + 
additional mail

836 72.1 47.1

6 2005/2006 Self-administered 
questionnaire

736 58.6 41.5

Table 1.1. Characteristics of PSIN waves

(1991) were asked to participate. About 64% of the respondents participated 
at least in 3 waves.

As shown in Table 1.1, the largest attrition took place between Waves 
1 and 3, although the wave-specific response rates dropped after 1991, 
especially in Wave 6. This is because in Wave 6 respondents who had not 
participated in the previous, or in the fourth wave, were traced and invited 
to participate again. They were more difficult to trace and less likely to 
participate, however. For example, in Wave 6, 66% of the respondents who 
had last participated in 2000 participated again in 2005, but only 25% of 
those whose last participation was in 1991. In order to assess the potential 
selectivity bias that could result from this panel attrition, the SWB scores 
in the first wave of (a) respondents who participated in the last wave and 
of (b) respondents who dropped out before the last wave were compared. 
The SWB scores in the first wave of these two groups were not statistically 
significantly different, suggesting that in this dissertation no serious attrition 
bias on the dependent variable well-being occurred. 
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The respondents were born in 1961, 1965 or 1969. They were 
approximately 18, 22 or 26 years at the time of the first survey wave in 
1987, and approximately 36, 40 or 44 years of age in 2005/2006, when 
the last survey wave was conducted. We decided to use all waves (age 
range 18-44) instead of limiting ourselves to the age range 18-35, which 
is usually used in young adulthood studies. We made this choice because 
marriage is postponed these days and this broader age range enabled us to 
examine the long-term consequences after relationship transitions including 
marriage. The young adults were representative of the Dutch population of 
young adults in 1987, except for married young adults born in 1969 and 
1965, young adults living in cities, and young adults of non-Dutch descent, 
who were slightly underrepresented in the original sample (Liefbroer and 
Kalmijn, 1997). 

Cross-national comparative data
The PSIN study consisted of Dutch young adults only. To be able to 
compare countries with each other, data were needed from many other 
countries. Some countries have panel studies that are comparable to the 
PSIN data. For example, in the German Socio-Economic Panel Study, 
the British Household Panel Survey and the American Add Health Study, 
respondents were also followed for many years. However, to perform a 
profound cross-national comparison, similar data from many more countries 
were needed. A cross-national survey would therefore be better, but many 
cross-national studies are conducted for the purposes of economic research; 
They lack information about cohabitation or include too few countries. We 
therefore chose the European Social Survey (ESS) because it is a recent 
survey that contains a large number of countries, has several rounds of 
data collection and includes information about relationship status and 
well-being in all rounds. 

The ESS is designed to “chart and explain the interaction between Europe's 
changing institutions and the attitudes, beliefs and behaviour patterns of 
its diverse populations” (www.europeansocialsurvey.org). It is funded by 
the European Commission’s Fifth and Sixth Framework Programmes, the 
European Science Foundation and national funding bodies in each country. 
All data are freely distributed. More than 30 countries participated in this 
study, in one or more rounds. Three rounds of data have been conducted and 
a fourth and fifth are upcoming. We used all countries that were included in 
rounds 1, 2 and 3, with the exception of Turkey and Israel, for they are not 
fully part of Europe and they differ too much from the other countries. 
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Much attention has been given to the sampling methodology: Translating 
the questionnaires, preventing non-response, covering the target population, 
etcetera. For example, every country has made an effort to sample data 
from at least 1500 respondents, or 800 if the country had less than 2 million 
inhabitants. The response rate had to be at least 70%. This was not possible 
in all countries, but every effort was made to achieve this percentage. The 
response rates varied between 34 and 80%, with an average of 62%. In 
contrast to the PSIN survey, which focused on young adults, this survey was 
conducted among everyone aged 15 years or older and residing in a private 
household, regardless of nationality, citizenship or language. Respondents 
were found through lists of residents, lists of addresses, or other methods. 
More information about the data, the data collection and country level 
information can be found on www.europeansocialsurvey.org. 

Outline of the dissertation1.8. 

The purpose of this introductory chapter was to explain the major concepts 
and theories that are used in this dissertation, to describe what we already 
know about relationships and well-being and which questions need to be 
answered. These questions were listed in the introduction to this chapter: 

How does the individual level of well-being develop during the course 1. 
of young adulthood? 
What are the effects of transitions in the relationship domain on 2. 
well-being?
Which factors explain the effects of transitions in the relationship 3. 
domain on well-being? 
What is the influence of the national context on the effects of relationships 4. 
on well-being?

Research question 1 is the topic of chapter 2. Previous research does not 
provide a clear picture of the development of well-being over the course 
of young adulthood. We will therefore address this issue in that chapter. 
We describe patterns of change in the level of well-being of young adults. 
Subsequently, we examine the extent to which personality and life events 
in the relationship domain are able to explain these patterns of well-being 
in an effort to contribute to the discussion about the role of personality. 
The set-point theory (Diener et al., 2006 and Headey, 2006) and the 
conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2002) are both used as an 
explanatory framework. 
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In this introductory chapter, we have described several trends in relationship 
formation. Because of the increasing variability in relationship trajectories 
resulting from changes in society, it is important to reconsider the effects of 
relationship transitions on well-being and to focus on differences between 
types of relationship and combinations of relationship transitions. We seek 
to do so in chapters 3, 4 and 5. 

Chapter 3 compares the level of well-being of young adults in the 
relationship statuses steady dating, unmarried cohabitation and marriage. 
It presents our first answer to research question 2. In addition, differences 
between the relationship statuses are explained (question 3) using the 
conservation of resources theory. 

Chapter 4 also addresses the second and third research questions, but takes 
a more dynamic approach by examining the long-term consequences of 
entering and exiting cohabiting and married relationships. The set-point 
theory is applied to explain these long-term effects. 

In chapter 5, we address the fourth research question about cross-national 
differences. Data from the European Social Survey are used to examine 
whether differences in well-being between cohabitants and the married 
are similar across countries. We first look to the extent to which there 
are differences in well-being between cohabitants and the married in 30 
European countries. Then, we examine whether the differences found can 
be explained by selection factors and the institutional context. In chapter 6, 
the findings of this dissertation are summarised, discussed and placed in a 
broader perspective. 
 
 



Patterns of subjective well-being, personality and 2. 
family transitions in young adulthood

Abstract
Little is known about individual patterns of subjective well-being (SWB) over 
the life course. Therefore, we examine individual long-term patterns by making a 
distinction between the shape of the SWB pattern and its mean level. Further, in 
order to contribute to the discussion about the impact of personality and life events 
on SWB, we examine the effects of both factors on the mean level and the pattern. 
A Dutch Panel Study is used in which young adults were followed for 18 years (N 
= 766). Six patterns of SWB are defined: Stable, increasing, decreasing, U-shaped, 
reversed U-shaped and fluctuating. A stable pattern is found to be most common, 
but the majority of the young adults has a changing SWB pattern. The multivariate 
analyses show that neuroticism exerts negative and extraversion positive effect 
on the SWB mean. Life events in the relationship domain are related to the mean 
level and the pattern of SWB. In addition, there are several interaction effects of 
events and personality.

Introduction2.1. 

Subjective well-being (SWB) concerns the subjective cognitive and 
emotional evaluation of life (Diener et al., 1999). Although this topic has 
been studied extensively, few studies have considered individual trajectories 
of subjective well-being (SWB) over the life span. Many studies focus on 
individual differences at one point in time or on the average change in a 
population over the life course. 

Theory and research on well-being can be divided in personality-oriented and 
event-oriented theory and research. Personality-oriented theories assume 
that well-being is largely determined by stable personality characteristics. 
As a result, well-being levels should be unlikely to change in the long 
run (Lykken and Tellegen, 1996 and Diener et al., 1999). One well-known 
example of this kind of theory is the set-point theory (Diener et al., 2006). 
In the event-oriented perspective, a large impact is attributed to life events, 
such as marriage, parenthood and divorce, and fluid circumstances such 
as one’s income position (see e.g. Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004). 
According to this latter perspective, change in well-being is possible and 
likely. Recently, attempts have been made to combine elements of these 
two contrasting perspectives (Hobfoll, 2002 and Headey, 2007), but more 
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empirical work that examines effects of personality and life events and 
their combination on SWB over a period of many years is needed. 

This study aims at contributing towards filling this gap in the research 
literature in two ways. Firstly, we examine individual SWB patterns, instead 
of the average population patterns that are often studied. We distinguish 
a number of long-term SWB patterns and examine how individuals are 
distributed over these patterns. Secondly, we study to what extent these 
long-term patterns can be explained by the combination of personality and 
life events, in order to contribute to the discussion about the determinants 
of SWB. 

To examine these issues, we use a Dutch panel study in which young adults 
are followed during a period of 18 years. We focus on young adulthood 
because many life events happen on the path into adulthood, especially in 
the family domain (Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004). 

Theory and previous research2.2. 

Perspectives on changes in well-being across the life-course
A number of theoretical perspectives offer explanations for the extent to 
and direction in which change in individual levels of SWB is possible. 
The first important theory in this respect is the set-point theory, which 
emphasized the impact of personality on well-being. This theory is 
also known as the dynamic equilibrium theory, developed by Headey 
and Wearing (1989). The theory is derived from Helson’s adaptation-
level theory (1964) and assumes that everyone has a certain baseline or 
equilibrium level of well-being, determined by genes and personality 
(Lykken, 2000 and Headey, 2007). Genes are supposed to explain as much as 
50-80% of the variation in well-being (Lykken and Tellegen, 1996). 
Moreover, genes determine personality to a large extent, which makes 
personality a very stable construct as well (Robins, Caspi and Moffitt, 
2002; Fujita and Diener, 2005 and Huppert, 2005). Life events may cause a 
temporary fluctuation in SWB, but a set-point level will be reached within 
a few months after the event has taken place (Suh et al., 1996). This quick 
and complete return to the pre-event level of SWB is called the adaptation 
effect. Because of the adaptation effect and the stable factors that determine 
SWB, long-term changes in SWB are unlikely. 
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This theory has been examined in several studies. One group of studies 
explicitly addressed the stability of SWB. For instance, Fujita and Diener 
(2005) concluded that life satisfaction fluctuated significantly from year 
to year. For some people it had changed significantly in the long run, 
although it had remained stable for most. Several other studies reached the 
same conclusion (Costa and McCrae, 1980; Diener et al., 2006 and Lucas, 
2007). Other studies examined the long-term consequences of life events. 
It was found that some negative events, such as divorce and widowhood 
resulted in lower well-being for months or years for most people, and 
even had a lasting negative impact for some (Lucas, 2005). Evidence 
about permanent well-being enhancing effects of positive events, such as 
marriage, is contradictory (Lucas and Clark, 2006 and Zimmermann and 
Easterlin, 2006). 

From this previous work it can be concluded that the set-point theory is 
not confirmed, for long-term changes in SWB are possible and partial 
adaptation and interindividual differences in the level of adaptation are 
likely. Nevertheless, it can be questioned how frequent long-term changes 
in SWB are; whether is it only a minority that has a changing level of 
SWB or not. Diener, Lucas and Scollon (2006) conclude that change in 
set-points is possible as a result of a change in conditions, but that the 
likelihood of change depends upon personality. These conclusions imply 
that personality affects both the baseline and the possibility of change. 

In response to these empirical findings, Headey has revised his dynamic 
equilibrium theory in 2006. In this revised version, he proposed that 
personality is the starting point for predicting development in well-being. 
Combinations of the level of neuroticism, extraversion and to a lesser 
extent openness to experience, determine the numbers of positive and 
negative events that a person experiences and the intensity of these events. 
These events affect well-being, but in most cases only temporarily. In this 
model, personality has an indirect effect through life events and it is still 
considered more important than life events. 

Another theory that takes both life events and personality into account 
and that offers an alternative explanation of changes in well-being is the 
conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2001). This theory offers a 
general approach to the explanation of well-being and stress. Resources 
are defined as “those entities that either are centrally valued in their own 
right (. . .) or act as means to obtain centrally valued ends” (Hobfoll, 2002, 
p. 307). They can be either material (e.g. income) or non-material (e.g. 
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extraversion). Another distinction can be made between resources that are 
person-related, such as extraversion, and resources provided by others, 
such as intimacy. Resources are related to well-being because they enable 
or disable someone to fulfill physical and psychological needs. Hobfoll 
considers personality traits key resources because manage the loss and 
gain of other resources (Thoits, 1994). The more access people have to 
valued resources, the higher their sense of well-being (Diener and Fujita, 
1995). Fulfilling needs enhances well-being and losing resources creates 
stress. Another mechanism is the resource caravan: The availability of 
resources could lead to the acquisition of additional resources (Hobfoll, 
2002). Well-being is therefore likely to change, even over a period of many 
years.

The aforementioned theories have implicit or explicit assumptions about 
the direction of development in well-being over time. The set-point theory 
and the revised dynamic equilibrium theory presume that there is little 
room for long-term change because well-being is determined by genes and 
personality and this makes only short term fluctuation possible. Well-being 
is therefore most likely to have a stable pattern. Nevertheless, Headey 
(2006) expected and found that interindividual differences in well being 
are possible. Based on this, he described several profiles of change. These 
profiles differ in the number of negative and positive events that a person 
experiences, the temporarily deviation from the well-being baseline caused 
by a life event, the SWB mean and the total increase or decrease over time. 
Headey (2006) hypothesized that only a small minority has a SWB pattern 
that shows an increase or decrease in the long run. For the majority, there 
is always a return to a certain baseline, just as the original theory implied. 
This means that according to this theory a stable, increasing and decreasing 
pattern of SWB would be likely. 

The conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2002) does not have 
explicit expectations about long-term change in SWB, Based on the 
mechanisms that are described, all types of patterns in well-being can be 
found. The specific pattern reflects the amount of resources at the start of 
the measurement and the events that happen, i.e. the gains and losses of 
resources that happen during life. The theory proposes that loss of resources 
results in a decrease in well-being and a gain in resources in an increasing 
SWB level. Because of the large influence of life events, a stable pattern is 
unlikely and a fluctuating pattern very likely. 



33Patterns of well-being

The resource caravan principle implies that the well-being level may be 
increasing or decreasing for a longer period of time because one positive 
event, which is a gain in resources, might enable the occurrence of other 
positive events. Similarly, losing resources or possessing few resources 
may result in a decreasing SWB pattern. From the many patterns that 
are possible, the increasing and decreasing pattern might be the most 
frequent. 

A number of studies have examined well-being patterns. They focus mostly 
on the average pattern of well-being in the population, and do not pay 
attention to individual differences in such patterns. Furthermore, most of 
these studies are cross-sectional and focus on middle and old adulthood. In 
these studies several SWB patterns were found. 

Firstly, when demographic factors are controlled, which means that only 
age effects are considered, a U-shaped well-being pattern is observed. This 
pattern implies that people in middle adulthood are less happy than people 
in young or old adulthood (Mroczek and Kolarz, 1998; Blanchflower and 
Oswald, 2004 and Lelkes, 2008). This U-shaped perspective has been 
criticized because people are compared in equal circumstances with respect 
to demographic characteristics, work and family, which is not realistic. 

If these factors are not controlled for, a reversed U-shaped pattern of SWB 
has been found. Good health, growth in income, work, parenthood and 
especially union formation are likely to increase the level of well-being 
in young adulthood (Easterlin, 2006). At some point in the life course, 
well-being will start to decrease because of declining health and a reduced 
amount of economical resources. These results are consistent with the 
resources theory; Health and income are resources, and positive life events 
are likely to result in acquiring more resources, with an increasing SWB 
level as result. Besides this U-shaped and reversed U-shaped SWB patterns, 
a linear increase from young to old adulthood has also been observed 
(Schmotkin, 1990; Horley and Lavery, 1995; Charles et al., 2001). 

A few studies focused on interindividual differences in well-being patterns, 
instead of population patterns. Headey, for example, tested the hypotheses 
that followed from his revised dynamic equilibrium theory (Headey, 2006). 
By following people for almost 20 years, he found that most people had a 
stable level of well-being, but that a minority had a permanent increasing 
or decreasing level. Further, Schulenberg, Bryant and O’Malley (2004) 
concluded that young adults who successfully completed developmental 
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tasks in the work, relationship and citizenship domain were more likely to 
have a stable high or an increasing SWB pattern. Jones, Livson and Peskin 
(2006) found that adolescent psychological health, adult social and cognitive 
resources and norm orientation differentiates increasing and decreasing 
patterns from each other. Unfortunately, personality, which has a large 
impact on well-being, was not included in these studies. Moreover, only 
stable, linear increasing and linear decreasing patterns were compared. We 
extend these latter studies by including non-linear patterns and personality 
in the analyses.

This overview of existing theories and research on developmental patterns 
of well-being suggested six different potential patterns: Stable, linear 
increasing, linear decreasing, U-shaped, reversed U-shaped and more 
fluctuating patterns. Furthermore, this overview shows that interindividual 
differences can occur both in the average level of well-being and in the 
developmental pattern of well-being. A third aspect that becomes clear from 
our review is that both personality and life events may have an important 
contribution to well-being in the long run. 

In the next section, expectations about the effects of personality and life 
events on the average level and the pattern of well-being are formulated. 
With regard to life events, the focus will be on important events in the family 
domain. Many transitions in the family domain are likely to happen in young 
adulthood. Moreover, it is the domain that has the largest contribution to 
well-being (Salvatore and Muñoz Sastre, 2001; Blanchflower and Oswald, 
2004 and Easterlin and Sawangfa, 2007).

Determinants of subjective well-being

Personality
There is a lot of evidence to suggest that people’s average level of SWB 
depends on personality characteristics. For example, DeNeve and Cooper 
(1998) showed that of the Big Five factors, neuroticism had the strongest 
relationship with SWB, in particular with the negative affect component. 
In addition, extraversion and agreeableness were good predictors of 
positive affect. Also many others have confirmed the relationship between 
neuroticism and extraversion, and SWB (Ormel and Wohlfarth, 1991; 
Schmutte and Ryff, 1997; Lu, 1999; Hills and Argyle, 2001; Diener, 
Oishi and Lucas, 2003 and Abbott et al., 2008). Far less attention has 
been paid to the relation between personality and the (shape of the) SWB 
pattern. Because most previous studies were cross-sectional, they could 
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not answer the question whether personality explains SWB patterns over 
time. However, the theories and empirical studies discussed above suggest 
a number of hypotheses.

Firstly, according to the set-point theory, the stability of personality should 
result in a stable well-being pattern, and decreases the likelihood of other 
patterns. Secondly, both the revised dynamic equilibrium theory (Headey, 
2006) and the resources theory (Hobfoll, 2002) suggest that people with 
positive personality characteristics, for example high levels of extraversion 
or low levels of neuroticism, would acquire resources more easily and 
experience more positive events than people with the opposite types of 
characteristics. In line with this, Headey found that a high neuroticism 
score was related to experiencing more events and more negative events. 
A high score on extraversion was related to experiencing more positive 
events. However, he did not examine the effects of personality and life 
events on well-being simultaneously, which is what we did in this paper. 

Also other studies show that people who score high on neuroticism are 
more likely to evaluate events more negatively and to use less effective 
coping mechanisms (Kling, Ryff, Love and Essex, 2003). It is thus likely 
that neuroticism affects both the shape of the SWB pattern and its mean 
level. Mroczek and Spiro (2005) found in their longitudinal study that 
among older adults extraversion was related to a sustained higher level 
of well-being, with a flattened shape, but that neuroticism only affects the 
mean level and not the pattern of SWB. 

On the basis of these theories and studies, we expect that people with 
low extraversion scores and high neuroticism scores are more likely to 
experience negative events resulting in a decreasing SWB pattern and, 
the other way around, that people with higher extraversion scores or low 
neuroticism scores are more likely to have an increasing SWB pattern, 
because they experience more positive events and are better able to cope 
with negative events. 

Family transitions
Relationships. In general, entering new relationships or moving an existing 
relationship to a more committed relationship enhances well-being and 
ending relationships decreases well-being, as the resources theory assumes 
as well. Entering a relationship increases the availability of resources 
because partners are main providers of highly valued resources such 
as love, intimacy, social support and sexual gratification (Kessler and 
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Essex, 1982; Cutrona, 1996 and Soons and Liefbroer, 2008). In addition, 
if people share households, they also have the economies-of-scale 
advantage, which increases the availability of financial resources. Another 
reason why partnered young adults are likely to have more resources is 
that a relationship facilitates someone’s access to resources. This is the 
aforementioned resource caravan idea (Hobfoll, 2002). 

That relationships enhance well-being, has consistently been found with 
respect to marriage (Waite and Gallagher, 2000; Kim and MacKenry, 
2002 and Kohler et al., 2005). With respect to unmarried cohabitation, the 
results are more diverse, but most studies agree that cohabitation is also 
beneficial for well-being (Brown, 2000 and Musick and Bumpass, 2006). 
In this paper, the term union is used to refer to both unmarried cohabitation 
and legal marriage. We contrast people who are in a union to people who 
are outside a union, i.e., single or steady dating. 

Ending a union constitutes a negative life event, whether the relationship 
ends through separation, divorce or widowhood. In all cases, people lose 
important partner-related resources, which will result in a decrease in 
well-being. Most people do adapt to union dissolution, and their SWB 
level returns to the pre-dissolution level, but for some this may take several 
years or not happen at all (Lucas, 2005). 

For several reasons, we expect that union formation and dissolution affect 
both the average level of SWB and the SWB pattern of an individual. 
Firstly, people who start a cohabiting or married union are likely to have 
a higher long-term mean SWB level and those who experienced a union 
dissolution a lower mean level, as previous research showed. Secondly, it 
is expected that individual SWB patterns reflect the pattern of relationship 
events. If no events happen in the relationship domain a stable pattern is 
expected. Further, positive and negative relationship events are expected to 
be visible in the increases, respectively decreases in the SWB pattern, even 
when periods of many years are considered. When people experience more 
transitions, their SWB pattern will be curvilinear, U-shaped or reversed 
U-shaped, or even more fluctuating. 

Parenthood. Becoming a parent is another important transition with 
profound implications for daily life. In terms of resources one could say 
that people lose some resources when they become a parent, such as 
time and money. On the other hand, parents may gain resources such as 
self-esteem, or a clearer identity. Moreover, it is a normative transition 
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and the majority of the young adults prefers parenthood over childlessness 
(Menaghan, 1989). 

The evidence on the effects of parenthood on well-being is indecisive. Some 
studies suggest that depression is lower, at least for mothers (Nomaguchi 
and Milkie, 2003). Others conclude that parenthood has no or a negative 
effect on well-being (Ross, Mirowsky and Goldsteen, 1990; Evenson and 
Simon, 2005). The inconsistency in results indicate that more research on 
this topic is certainly needed. We expect that parenthood is related to a 
higher mean SWB level, if global measures of well-being, such as life 
satisfaction, are used because parenthood may perhaps elicit short-term 
stress, but there are also only few people who deliberately choose to remain 
childless. Predicting the consequences of parenthood for the SWB pattern 
is more difficult. As mentioned before, becoming a parent has negative 
and positive effects, depending on the specific aspect of well-being that is 
measured. We therefore expect that this is not related to a specific SWB 
pattern. 

Interaction between personality and family transitions
Besides direct effects, both the resources theory and the dynamic equilibrium 
theory suggest that personality moderates the effect of life events on 
well-being (Hobfoll, 2002). For instance, union dissolution is likely to be 
worse for highly neurotic people, for they have fewer resources and are 
less likely to overcome the loss of resources resulting from the divorce 
(Ormel and Wohlfarth, 1991 and Diener et al., 2006). In addition, it might 
be expected that having a stable relationship would be more important for 
people with a high level of neuroticism than for less neurotic people. A 
mediating effect is also possible. According to Headey (2006) personality 
traits, in particular neuroticism and extraversion, determine the number of 
positive and negative events that someone experiences. If there would be a 
mediating effect, either personality or life events should have no effect in 
the analysis, when both factors are added.

To conclude, it is hypothesized that both personality, in particular the traits 
neuroticism and extraversion, and the family transitions, such as starting 
and ending a union, and parenthood, affect the mean level of subjective 
well-being. In addition, we expect that life events in the relationship domain 
and personality, but not parenthood, affect the SWB pattern. Besides these 
main effects, interaction effects between personality and family transitions 
are expected to be possible. 
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Method2.3. 

Sample
The data we use in this study come from the Panel study on Social 
Integration in the Netherlands (PSIN) (Liefbroer and Kalmijn, 1997). This 
panel study started in 1987 by interviewing 1775 young adults, who were 
born in 1961, 1965 or 1969 and who were 18-26 years old at that time. 
Follow-up measures were conducted in 1989, 1991, 1995, 1999 and 2005. 
In these waves the young adults were either interviewed face-to-face, 
by telephone or were sent mail questionnaires. They were asked about 
their experiences with and attitudes towards relationships, parenthood, 
education and employment, and about their well-being level. Because the 
second wave (1989) contains no information about well-being, it is not 
used in this study. The participation rate was 63% (N =1,775) in the first 
wave. The young adults who were interviewed then were representative 
for the Dutch population of young adults in 1987. The only exceptions 
were that that married young adults born in 1969 and 1965, young adults 
living in cities, and young adults with a non-Dutch origin were slightly 
underrepresented (Liefbroer and Kalmijn, 1997). In Wave 3, 70,9% of 
the original sample participated (N = 1,257), in Wave 4,962 respondents 
(54.2% of the original sample), in Wave 5, 836 respondents (47.1%) and 
in Wave 6 the number of respondents was 770 (43.4%). In order to assess 
the potential selectivity bias that could result from this panel attrition, the 
SWB scores of in the first wave of (a) respondents who participated in the 
last wave, and (b) respondents who dropped out before the last wave, were 
compared. The SWB scores in the first wave of these two groups were not 
statistically significantly different, suggesting that no serious attrition bias 
on the dependent variable of interest in this study occurred. 

To make sure that each person was followed for 18 years and participated 
in at least three waves, only respondents who participated in at least 3 
waves, including the first and the last, were selected. Most respondents 
participated in all waves. The final sample consists of 766 respondents. 

Measurement
Well-being. Well-being is measured with a widely used scale with good 
psychometric properties: The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 
1985). The four items used are (i) ‘In most ways my life is close to my 
ideal’, (ii) ‘The conditions of my life are excellent’, (iii) ‘I am satisfied with 
my life’, and (iv) ‘So far I have gotten the important things I want in life’. 
Respondents could indicate their agreement on a seven point scale running 
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from (1) ‘strongly disagree’ to (7) ‘strongly agree’. Scores on these items 
are summed and linearly transformed to range from 0-10 because of ease 
of interpretation. It is a highly reliable scale. Cronbach’s α was .83 in the 
first wave (1987) and in the following waves: .85 (1991), .89 (1995), .86 
(1999) and .91 (2005). 

Well-being patterns. Based on these scores, two indicators are calculated: 
One to measure the mean SWB level over the 18-year time span and one to 
indicate the SWB pattern during that same period.3 The first indicator, the 
mean SWB level, is calculated by taking the mean of the scores on the life 
satisfaction scale of a respondent across the waves that she/he participated 
in. The second indicator, the SWB pattern, is determined by classifying the 
empirical pattern of scores on the life satisfaction scale of each respondent 
into one of the six predefined patterns. These patterns are based on the 
theoretical perspectives and empirical research described above: Stable, 
increasing, decreasing, U-shaped, reversed U-shaped, or fluctuating. 
This fluctuating pattern starts with either an increase or a decrease in life 
satisfaction. 

A three-step procedure is applied to classify the SWB pattern of each 
respondent. First, for each of the six distinguished patterns, a template is 
developed consisting of specific set of scores for the five waves of the survey, 
taken as deviations from the mean scores across all waves. This enables us 
to look only at differences in the shape of the pattern, while controlling for 
the mean level of the pattern. Further, the difference between the minimum 
and maximum score of a pattern is fixed at 2.5 points. This difference of 
2.5 points is equal to the median difference between respondents’ minimum 
and maximum score across all waves.4 We apply this 2.5 point difference to 
all patterns with exception of the stable pattern. The resulting scores of the 
template patterns are presented in Table 2.1. 

3 An alternative way of studying the influence of personality and life events on individual 
SWB patterns would be to apply one of the available types of growth curve models (Karney 
and Bradbury, 1995 and Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal, 2008). However, we prefer our pattern 
approach because it allows one to specify a number of SWB patterns a priori, to examine the 
relative frequency of these patterns, and because it is easier to examine the association between 
SWB patterns and both time-constant (personality) and time-varying (life events) variables at the 
same time.

4 This median value is chosen instead of the mean value because the life satisfaction scores are 
somewhat skewed.



40 Chapter 2

In the second step, the SWB scores of the respondent have been transformed 
to deviations from the respondent’s average SWB score. This method allows 
us to control for differences in average levels of SWB between respondents 
when determining which was the best fitting pattern for a respondent. Next, 
for each wave and each pattern, the respondent’s score is subtracted from 
the template scores and the sum of the squared differences between those 
scores was calculated. To illustrate: Fictive respondent John scored: 5.7 
(Wave 1), 6.4, 7.1, 7.8 and 8.5 (Wave 6). His average score was 7.1, thus 
from each of these scores 7.1 was subtracted, the resulting scores being 
-1.4, -.7, 0, .7 and 1.4. Next, the sum of squared differences between John’s 
actual scores and each of the template patterns is calculated. For instance, 
when John’s scores would be compared to the second template pattern, 
the sum of the squared differences would be: (-1.4-1.25) 2 + (-.7-.625) 2 + 
(0-0) 2 + (.7-.625) 2 + (1.4-1.25) 2 = 0.056. 

In the third step, the sum of squared differences is divided by the number 
of measurements, in order to account for missing measurements. Finally, 
the pattern is chosen with the smallest divided sum of squared differences. 
Thus, every respondent is assigned to the template pattern that resembles 
mostly the individual pattern of the respondent. To control for outliers, we 
estimated the distance (sum of squared differences) between the empirical 
pattern and the best fitting pattern of a respondent. If this distance was larger 
than the sample mean of the distance plus or minus two times the standard 
deviation, the respondent was considered an outlier and included in the 
fluctuating category (three observations). For the multivariate analyses 
the categories U-shaped, reversed U-shaped and fluctuating pattern are 
combined because the number of respondents with these patterns was too 

Table 2.1. Scores of template patterns: Deviations from average

Pattern Wave 

1 2 3 4 5

1 Stable      0 0 0 0 0
2 Increasing -1.25 -.625 0 .625 1.25
3 Decreasing 1.25 .625 0 -.625 -1.25
4 Reversed U-shaped -1.25 .625 1.25 .625 -1.25
5 U-shaped 1.25 -.625 -1.25 -.625 1.25
6a Fluctuating a 1 -1.5 1 -1.5 1
6b Fluctuating b -1 1.5 -1 1.5 -1
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small to have much statistical power and because all these patterns are 
non-linear. This combined pattern is called the variable pattern.
Personality. The personality characteristics that are most strongly related 
to SWB are neuroticism and extraversion (Lu and Shih, 1997; Hills and 
Argyle, 2001). Both were measured in the first (1987) and third wave (1989) 
with the Dutch translation of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire which 
is developed by Eysenck, Eysenck and Barrett (1985). The neuroticism 
scale has 7 items (e.g., ‘Do you suffer from ‘nerves’?’) and is a reliable 
scale; Cronbach’s α was .85 in Wave 1 and .87 in Wave 3. Extraversion was 
measured using five questions (e.g., ‘Other people think of me as being 
very lively’). This scale, too, is very reliable; α = .80 and .82 in the two 
waves used. Both scores could range from (1) ‘not at all applicable’ to 
(7) ‘completely applicable’. Again, the scores of both scales are linearly 
transformed to a 0-10 scale. We have averaged the neuroticism and 
extraversion scores of the two waves because these scales are not measured 
in later waves, and because they have been found to be stable constructs 
(Fujita & Diener, 2005). The cross-wave correlations of neuroticism and 
extraversion are .64 and .74, respectively. This is a strong correlation, 
considering the four years in between these waves. 

Family transitions. To measure family transitions, we include four dummy 
variables in our models. All variables were coded (0) ‘no’ or (1) ‘yes’. The 
first variable is union in Wave 1. This dummy variable indicates whether 
the respondent was in a cohabiting or married union (1) or not (0), at the 
beginning of the panel study. The second variable start union indicates 
whether the respondent started a union during the period of observation. 
The third relationship variable is union dissolution, which measures 
whether someone has experienced a union dissolution during the period 
of observation. Finally, we made a dummy variable parenthood indicating 
whether the respondent had a child during the period of the study.
 
Control variables. The first control variable is birth cohort. Respondents 
were born in 1961, 1965 or 1969, which is indicated with two dummy 
variables: cohort 1965 and cohort 1969. The reference category is cohort 
1C61. Further, we include gender (0 = female, 1 = male) in the analytical 
models. The third control variable is the highest level of education obtained 
at the time of the interview. This was measured in years spent in education 
since the end of primary school. The scores could range from 0 (only 
primary school) to 11 (university). Finally, in the analysis of SWB patterns, 
the life satisfaction score in Wave 1 is used to control for between-person 
differences in the level of SWB and for possible selection effects. 
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Analytical approach
We perform two types of analyses: Ordinary least squares (OLS) regression 
to examine the effect of personality and family transitions on the mean 
level of well-being and multinomial logistic regression to test whether 
these factors affect the likelihood of having a certain well-being pattern. In 
both analyses, we have estimated two models: Model A with main effects 
only and Model B in which the significant interaction effects are added. 
Insignificant interactions were not included. In Model 1A, the effect of the 
family transitions and personality on the mean SWB level are tested with 
OLS regression. We add both groups of factors simultaneously because 
preliminary analyses showed that their effects were largely independent. 
Gender, birth cohort and level of education are added as control variables. In 
Model 1B statistically significant interaction variables between personality 
and family transitions are added. 

A similar approach is used to test the effects of family transitions and 
personality on the likelihood of the patterns. Multinomial logistic regression 
analysis is used to test differences in patterns. As mentioned before, the 
curvilinear patterns and the fluctuating pattern were combined into one 
variable pattern. Thus, four patterns are compared: Stable, increasing, 
decreasing and variable, whereby the stable pattern is the reference 
category. The control variables cohort, gender and level of education are 
also included, as is the SWB score in Wave 1. Including this variable is 
important to take ceiling and bottom effects into account: If people already 
score at the high end of the scale at the beginning of the study, it is less 
likely that their score further increases. Likewise: If they score low, an 
even lower score is less likely. In Model 2A, the effect of family transitions 
and personality on the likelihood of the patterns is tested. In Model 2B 
the statistically significant interaction variables between personality and 
family transitions are included as well. 

Results2.4. 

Descriptive results
In Table 2.2 mean scores and the distribution of the dependent and 
independent variables are presented. 

The first row of Table 2.2 shows the distribution of the young adults over 
the six patterns of subjective well-being. About one third (32.4%) of the 
respondents is classified as having a stable SWB pattern. About one fifth 
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(19.3%) of the young adults is classified as having an increasing pattern, 
which is similar to the percentage of young adults whose SWB pattern 
resembled mostly a decreasing pattern (18.3%). About one ninth is 
classified as having a reversed U-shaped pattern (11.4%), which is close 
to the percentage of respondents with a fluctuating pattern (12.7%). The 
U-shaped pattern is the least likely: Only 6% has a SWB pattern that is 
most similar to this pattern. 

When examining the other descriptives, it becomes clear from Table 2.2 
that respondents with the stable pattern have the highest mean level of 
SWB (8.13). More than half of them started a union during the period of 
study, which is about average. Only a few of them experienced a union 
dissolution (14.5%). They have the lowest neuroticism score (3.81) and the 
highest level of extraversion. 

The respondents with an increasing SWB pattern can be characterized by 
living without a partner at the beginning of the study (79.7%) and starting 
a union during the study (77.0%). Relatively few have experienced a union 
dissolution. Their neuroticism and extraversion scores are somewhat higher 
than average. They are younger than the young adults with other patterns. 

Among respondents with a decreasing pattern a relatively large percentage 
ended a union (35.0%) and a relatively small percentage started a union 
(42.9%). This latter finding can be explained: The majority was already 
living with a partner at the beginning of the study (56.4%). They also are 
older on average than the respondents in the other categories. 

The reversed U-shaped pattern is again a pattern that is associated with a 
relatively high percentage of respondents that started a union (70.1%). This 
group has the highest percentage of people that had a child during the study 
(82.8%). Furthermore, this group contains a larger percentage of women 
than the other groups (62.1%). In addition, respondents with the fourth 
pattern have a higher than average neuroticism and extraversion score. 

The respondents with a U-shaped and a fluctuation pattern are very similar. 
They have the lowest mean level of SWB (7.05 and 6.90) and the lowest 
extraversion scores. They have relatively often experienced a union 
dissolution. The patterns differ from each other with respect to the level of 
neuroticism, which is higher for people with a fluctuating pattern. 
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The mean level of subjective well-being
To examine the effects of personality and relationship transitions on the 
mean level of SWB, we conduct two OLS regression analyses, which 
are presented in Table 2.3. Model 1A shows that young adults who were 
living together at the beginning of the study have a level of SWB that is 
on average .68 point higher than those who were not in a union. This is a 
substantial difference on a 0-10 scale. Entering a union during the period of 
observation has a positive effect as well (.39). Those who have experienced 
a union dissolution score on average .83 lower on the well-being scale 
than those who do not. Having a child has a positive effect (.32). This 
model confirms previous research by showing that having a higher level 
of neuroticism is related to a lower level of SWB, while a higher level 
of extraversion is related to a higher SWB level, although this effect is 
smaller. Further, a gender difference is found: Women have a somewhat 
higher level of SWB than men. Respondents from a younger birth cohort 
also have a higher level compared to those from older cohorts. Please note 
that this effect can be a cohort effect as well as an age effect. Finally, about 
one fifth of the variance in the mean level of SWB can be explained with 
this model (R² = .21). 

In Model 1B, the significant interaction variables of personality and 
relationship events are added (also Table 2.3). There are three significant 
interactions; all suggesting that extraversion buffers the impact of 
union transitions on mean levels of SWB. The higher respondents score 
on extraversion, the less (a) being in union at the start of the study, (b) 
experiencing the start of a union, and (c) experiencing a union dissolution, 
influence their mean level of SWB. 

In our analyses up till now, no distinction has been made between marriage 
and unmarried cohabitation. To test whether the type of a union made a 
difference, we performed an additional analysis (results not shown, but 
available on request) in which a dummy variable was added that indicated 
whether respondents married during the study or not. The effect of this 
dummy was not statistically significant, suggesting that there are no 
differences in mean SWB level between respondents who experienced entry 
into marriage and respondents who experienced entry into an unmarried 
cohabitation. 

Patterns of subjective well-being
To examine whether personality and family transitions affect the long-term 
SWB pattern, two multinomial logistic regression models are estimated, 
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using the stable pattern (pattern 1) as a reference category. Results are 
presented in Table 2.4 and 2.5. Comparisons with other reference categories 
are also conducted, but they are not included in this table. 

Model 2A, in Table 2.4, shows the main effects of personality and family 
transitions on the likelihood of having a certain pattern of well-being. The 
SWB patterns are not influenced by whether or not respondents were in 
a union at the start of the study, nor by whether respondents experienced 
entry into parenthood. However, an effect is observed for both entering 
and ending a union. On the one hand, experiencing the start of a union 
decreases the relative risk that respondents show a decreasing SWB pattern 
rather than a stable pattern. Having experienced the dissolution of a union, 
on the other hand, increases the relative risk that respondent’s well-being 
level follows either a decreasing or a variable pattern rather than a stable 
pattern. One personality effect is observed: The higher respondents score on 

Model 1A Model 1B
b (SE) b (SE)

Male -.43*** (.09) -.42*** (.09)
Cohort 1965 .24* (.11) .26* (.11)
Cohort 19691 .38** (.13) .39** (.13)
Level of education (0-11) .01 (.02) .01 (.02)
Union in Wave 1 .68*** (.16) 1.55*** (.42)
Start union .39** (.15) 1.18** (.43)
Union dissolution -.83*** (.11) -1.91*** (.35)
Neuroticism (0-10) -.18*** (.02) -.18*** (.02)
Extraversion (0-10) .08*** (.02) .18* (.07)
Extraversion*union Wave 1 -.16* (.08)
Extraversion*start union -.15† (.08)
Extraversion*union dis
  solution

.19*** (.06)

Constant 7.20*** (.27) 6.67*** (.44)

R-squared .21 .22

Table 2.3. OLS regression models with mean SWB level as dependent  variable  
and personality and family transitions as predictors (N=766)

 
1  Cohort 1961 is the reference category.
*** p ≤ 0.001; **p ≤ 0.01; *p ≤ 0.05; †p ≤ 0.10.
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the extraversion scale, the higher is the relative likelihood of experiencing 
an increasing rather than a decreasing SWB pattern. In addition, there are 
some statistically significant effects of control variables. The higher the 
SWB score in Wave 1, the smaller the relative likelihood that respondents 
experience an increasing or a variable pattern rather than a stable pattern 
and the higher the relative likelihood that they experience a decreasing 
pattern. Further, men are more likely to have a decreasing or stable pattern 
than a variable pattern, compared to women. Finally, a lower level of 
education is related to a higher relative risk of experiencing a decreasing 
SWB pattern. 

In Model 2B, in Table 2.5, we add the interactions between starting a union 
and personality to the model. The coefficients of these effects show that the 
influence of neuroticism and extraversion on respondents’ SWB patterns 
depend on whether they had started a union or not. If people have not 
started a union, a higher score on neuroticism increases the relative odds 
of experiencing one of the non-stable patterns. If people have started a 
union, neuroticism does not influence their SWB pattern. For example, 
the effect of neuroticism on the log(odds) of a decreasing versus a stable 
pattern is .27 (p < .01) for respondents who have not started a union during 
the period of observation, but was .27-.33 = -.06 (n.s.) for respondents 
who have experienced the start of a union. Something similar is found 
for extraversion. A higher score on extraversion decreases the relative 
likelihood of having a decreasing rather than a stable pattern, unless one 
has experienced the start of a union. In the latter case, no influence of 
extraversion is observed.
Again, we performed an additional analysis with the dummy variable 
for marriage, but again there were no differences between unmarried 
cohabitation and marriage. 

Discussion2.5. 

The aim of this study was to examine long-term patterns of subjective 
well-being in young adulthood, thereby focusing on individual development 
instead of mean population patterns. Furthermore, we sought to contribute 
to the discussion about the determinants of SWB. Some theories stress 
the importance of personality, whereas others focus on the role played by 
life events. This resulted in different expectations about the possibility of 
long-term change in SWB. To examine the influence of personality and 
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life events on long-term developments in SWB, we used data from young 
adults who were followed for 18 years. 

Based on theories and previous research, we distinguished six SWB 
patterns: Stable, increasing, decreasing, U-shaped, reversed U-shaped and 
fluctuating. We expected that for most people well-being would change 
over time, which is confirmed by the results. Although a stable pattern 
is the most common pattern (32.4%), it only characterizes the long-term 
SWB pattern of a minority. For the majority of the young adults (67.6%) 
SWB does change across young adulthood. Several patterns of change 
are observed. About a fifth of the respondents has an increasing SWB 
pattern, and for another fifth the decreasing pattern best describes their 
SWB pattern. The percentages of young adults with a reversed U-shaped 
pattern or a fluctuation pattern are both about 12%. Finally, only 6% of 
the respondents has a U-shaped pattern. These findings make clear that 
paying attention to interindividual differences is important because not all 
individuals can be put in the same box.

Next, we examined the impact of personality and family transitions. It was 
hypothesized that these factors would affect both the mean SWB level 
and pattern, direct or indirect. The analyses show the independent effects 
of personality and relationship transitions on well-being. With respect to 
the mean SWB level, we find that young adults with a low neuroticism 
level and a high extraversion level have a higher mean. No direct effects of 
personality are found with respect to the patterns of SWB. In accordance 
with our expectations, family transitions are related to both the mean level 
and the pattern. Young adults who were already in a union at the beginning of 
the study and those who start a union during the period of observation, have 
a higher mean SWB level compared to those who remain outside a union. 
Moreover, young adults who start a union more likely have a long-term 
increasing SWB pattern. Those who experience union dissolution have a 
lower mean level and are more likely to have a decreasing pattern. These 
findings show that starting and ending unions are important life events; the 
effects are clearly visible over an 18-year period. Making the transition 
into parenthood is related to a higher mean SWB level, but does not affect 
the SWB pattern, which confirms our expectations as well.

There are also some important interaction effects of relationship transitions 
and personality. For people who start a union, the effects of personality on 
the likelihood of certain well-being patterns were smaller. Young adults 
with a high level of neuroticism, who do not start a union, are more likely 
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to have a decreasing or variable pattern, but for those highly neurotics who 
start a union, the relative likelihood of a stable pattern increases. Another 
interaction effect was that for more extravert people, the effects of union 
transitions on the mean SWB level are smaller. These findings suggest 
that personality and life events do not only exert independent effects on 
long-term SWB, but also interact in significant ways. Personality can buffer 
the negative influences of a negative life event such as union dissolution, but 
positive life experiences such as starting a union can also stabilise peoples’ 
lives and buffer the influence of negative personality characteristics.

Our findings are in line with the conservation of resources theory 
of Hobfoll (2002). According to this theory, both personality and 
relationships are resources that affect well-being. The results show 
that indeed more optimistic people and those who are in a union 
–i.e. those who have more resources– have a higher level of SWB. The 
results regarding SWB patterns also confirm the propositions of this theory: 
Gaining resources by starting a union, is reflected in an increase in SWB, 
while ending a relationship, which implies a loss of resources, is reflected 
in a decrease in SWB. 

The findings also lend partial support to the revised dynamic equilibrium 
theory (Headey, 2006). Neuroticism and extraversion indeed do not only 
affect the between-person differences in well-being, but also within-person 
development, if personality and transitions are considered simultaneously. 
Contradicting this theory is the lack of complete adaptation for union 
transitions, for we found that effects of entering and ending unions are 
visible over an 18-year period, and being in a union at the start of the study 
is not related to a decreasing pattern. Not only in the original set-point 
theory, but even in the revised version of the dynamic equilibrium theory, 
only temporarily changes in well-being are expected. The finding that the 
majority of the young adults has a changing well-being pattern, is thus in 
contrast with this theory. Moreover, personality characteristics should have 
resulted in a stable pattern and they should have mediated the relationship 
effects. However, this pattern is not found to be the most likely, which is 
another finding that contradicts the theory. 

We would like to point out a few issues that merit further attention. Firstly, 
the distribution of young adults over the SWB patterns should be interpreted 
with caution because it is partly determined by the predefined gap between 
the minimum and maximum score. We have chosen to take the median 
difference of the sample (2.5 points) as this gap, as we consider this the 
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most justified criterion. However, if the gap is chosen larger, more young 
adults are classified as having a stable pattern and visa versa. Therefore, 
we have rerun the analyses using template patterns with larger or smaller 
minimum-maximum differences. If the gap was smaller, the effects of 
starting and ending a union became somewhat larger, but other effects 
remained the same. With a larger difference, there were no changes in the 
main effects on the mean and pattern of well-being. 

Secondly, this study focused specifically on the family domain because this 
domain has a large impact on SWB (Salvatore and Muñoz Sastre, 2001 and 
Easterlin and Sawangfa, 2007). However, other domains, such as the work 
domain, also affect SWB. It would be worthwhile to see whether transitions 
in these other domains have the same effects on SWB patterns as family 
transitions. A third issue we would like to mention is causality. We expected 
that personality and relationships affect SWB, but we cannot exclude the 
reversed causal connection; i.e., that well-being affects personality or the 
likelihood to enter or end unions. However, so far little evidence has been 
found for these selection effects (Costa and McCrae, 1980; Horwitz, White 
and Howell-White, 1996 and Griffin, Mroczek and Spiro III, 2006).

Furthermore, our interaction effects show that personality and life events 
do not have independent effects on well-being. These long-term interaction 
effects are an interesting subject for further study, also because this enables 
further validation of these theories. Another point for future research is the 
measurement method. In this study subjective well-being is measured with 
a life satisfaction scale. This is a global measurement method, and very 
useful to measure long-term developments. However, there are many more 
measurement techniques to assess well-being and comparing them could 
be worthwhile (Jones and Meredith, 2000). 

Finally, this study focused on the period from young to middle adulthood. 
It would be interesting to see whether the same effects can be found among 
older age groups. For example, personality might become more important 
as people grow older (Ehrhardt, Saris and Veenhoven, 2000). 
 



Together is better? Effects of relationship status and 3. 
resources on young adults’ well-being5

Abstract
This study examines differences in well-being among young adults in 
different partner relationship statuses. Multilevel regression analyses on 
two waves of data of the Dutch Panel Study of Social Integration (PSIN,  
N = 2,818) show that singles have the lowest level of subjective well-being 
(SWB), followed by young adults who are steady dating, cohabitants; married 
young adults have the highest level. These differences are partially mediated by 
differences between young adults in their access to valued material, personal and 
social resources. Furthermore, the availability of some resources is more important 
for the well-being of young adults in a certain relationship status than for those in 
another relationship status. Gender differences are discussed.

Introduction3.1. 

Marital status has long been viewed as an important marker with respect 
to several measures of well-being. For a variety of reasons, married people 
tend to have fewer psychological problems, are healthier and more satisfied 
with life than the non-married (Coombs, 1991; Waite and Gallagher, 2000; 
Wilson and Oswald, 2005 and Zimmermann and Easterlin, 2006). Marital 
status differences in subjective well-being (SWB) have often been studied 
(Ribar, 2004). Subjective well-being is a general notion that refers to the 
affective and cognitive evaluation of life (Diener et al., 1999). 

The proliferation of alternative living arrangements (e.g., unmarried 
cohabitation or long-term relationships without cohabitation) and the 
increase in divorce rates have blurred the once clear-cut distinction 
between married and unmarried adults. Marital status is still used as an 
indicator of people’s relational involvement, although as Bumpass (1990) 
suggested, this indicator may be inadequate to capture the effects of 
romantic relationships on SWB in modern societies.

5 An earlier version was presented at the 2006 meeting of the International Association for 
Relationship Research conference, Rethymno, Greece. A slightly different version of this chapter 
is published in the Journal of Social and Personal Relationships, 25(4), 2008.
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The ambiguity of marital status is particularly apparent for young adults 
because young adulthood is ‘a demographically dense period’ (Rindfuss, 
1991). Young adulthood is a period of life when many transitions occur in 
a relatively short time span. In addition, it is a period in which relational 
experimentation is widespread. Therefore, there is great diversity in 
relationship types among young adults, particularly in dating and unmarried 
cohabitation. 

The relationship between these diverse relationship types and SWB 
during young adulthood, however, is relatively unexplored. Most studies 
focus on adults irrespective of age or on older adults. Ross (1995) is a 
case in point. She took the diversity of relationship types into account by 
comparing people without a partner, people with a partner who is living 
outside the household, people who are cohabiting unmarried, and married 
people. She considered these relationship statuses as a continuum of 
social attachment and found that people in more attached relationships 
were less psychologically distressed. She used a cross-sectional design, 
however, with a sample that ranged in age from 18-90 years. The effect 
of relationship status on distress was explained by differential access to 
social and economic support. Her study was replicated by Kamp Dush and 
Amato (2005), who used longitudinal data and focused on young adults. 
They confirmed Ross’ conclusions. Kamp Dush and Amato also included 
measures of subjective well-being, besides distress, such as life satisfaction. 
However, they did not explain the differences between relationship statuses 
and their sample sizes were rather small. In our study we combine the 
strengths of both studies by using longitudinal data and by making efforts 
to explain the relationship status differences in subjective well-being. 

The aims of this study are twofold. First, we will address the question 
whether there are differences in well-being between young adults who are 
single, steady dating, cohabiting unmarried or married. Resembling the 
continuum of commitment proposed by Ross (1995) and Kamp Dush and 
Amato (2005), we expect that single young adults have a lower level of SWB 
than steady daters, followed by those cohabiting unmarried and, finally, 
married parties, who are expected to have the highest level of well-being. 
The term single in this investigation refers to individuals without a partner. 
Also from this point, unmarried cohabitation will be referred to simply as 
cohabitation. 

Our second aim is to contribute to the explanation of these differences in 
well-being. In particular, we focus on the role played by the differential 
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provision of resources. Resources are defined as “those entities that either 
are centrally valued in their own right (…) or act as means to obtain 
centrally valued ends” (Hobfoll, 2002’, p. 307). They can be either material 
(e.g., income and home ownership) or non-material (e.g., social support, 
self-esteem and sexual gratification). The greater access people have to 
valued resources, the higher their sense of well-being (Diener and Fujita, 
1995). We expect that access to resources differs across relationship status 
and that this partially explains the differences in well-being for relationship 
statuses. 

Panel data from a representative sample of Dutch young adults are used 
to examine these issues. The Netherlands provide an interesting site for 
this research because cohabitation is a popular and broadly accepted living 
arrangement. The Netherlands occupies an intermediate position, compared 
to other Western countries, with respect to the proportion of cohabitants 
(Heuveline and Timberlake, 2004) and the acceptation of cohabitation 
(Waaldijk, 2005 and Liefbroer and Fokkema, 2008). Therefore, it constitutes 
a good starting point for studying differences in well-being between young 
adults in different types of partner relationships.

A resources theory on well-being and partner relationships3.2. 

The conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989, 2002) offers a 
general explanation of variation in well-being; we use it to formulate our 
hypotheses. Resources enable or prevent someone to fulfill physical and 
psychological needs, as Diener and Fuijta shows (1995). Fulfilling needs 
enhances well-being; thus the larger amount of resources, the higher the level 
of well-being. We suggest three broad categories of resources: Material, 
social and personal (Diener and Fujita, 1995). Material resources are 
external possessions and things that facilitate obtaining those possessions 
(e.g. income, educational attainment and employment). Personal resources 
are traits that facilitate, among other things, coping with stress (Kessler 
and Essex, 1982 and Hobfoll, 2002). Examples are self-esteem, optimism 
or neuroticism. Neuroticism can be considered as the lack of the resource 
emotional stability (Hills and Argyle, 2001). People with a low level of 
neuroticism have fewer negative feelings and are better able to cope with 
stressful situations, leading to increased well-being (McCrae and Costa Jr, 
1986). Social resources are elements of social interaction such as social 
integration and social support that facilitate achieving valued outcomes. 
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The resources theory can help to explain differences in terms of SWB 
between single, dating, cohabiting and married young adults by pointing out 
that the kind and level of resources that are available to individuals depend 
on their relationship status. After describing how resources can explain the 
beneficial effect of having a partner, we explain why people who are living 
together with their partner are likely to have a greater well-being than those 
who are not living together with their partner. Finally, we will compare 
married people with unmarried cohabitants. 

Resources and partner relationships
We expect that single individuals have lower levels of all three types of 
resources when compared with partnered individuals. This can be explained 
in three ways. First, a partner provides resources that enhances a person’s 
well-being. Some highly valued resources, like love, intimacy and sexual 
gratification are provided almost exclusively by a romantic partner. Some 
resources can be also be provided by others; however, the romantic partner 
is a more important resource provider (Kessler and Essex, 1982; Cutrona, 
1996). The fact that the partner is often the primary provider of many 
valuable resources may partially explain why young adults with a partner 
are happier than young adults without one. 

Another reason why partnered young adults are likely to have more 
resources, is that a relationship can facilitate access to resources. Hobfoll 
(2002) uses the term ‘resource caravan’ in his conservation of resources 
theory to stress that the availability of certain resources might lead to the 
acquisition of more resources. 

Resources provided by the partner may also have indirect well-being 
enhancing effects. One explanation for this mechanism could be that 
partners tend to share similar goals or aspirations. Moreover, discrepancies 
in goals and/or aspirations are likely to decrease over time as perceptions 
become more similar (Robins and Boldero, 2003). Thus, if one partner 
strives for gaining more resources of a particular kind, the other partner 
may be stimulated to strive for these resources as well, which in turn may 
increase the total amount of desired resources. This may enhance both 
partners’ well-being. 

In addition, Reis, Capobianco and Tsai (2002) and Huston (2000) describe 
that a person’s behaviour depends on both the self and the interpersonal 
situation. Interactions between partners likely influence cognitions, 
emotions and actions. Since a romantic relationship is a very intimate 
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and important relationship, this mutual partner influence is probably 
considerable. Therefore, partner interactions may stimulate the acquisition 
of resources. This thinking has received empirical support among married 
partners. For example, Bernasco, De Graaf and Ultee (1998) found that 
husbands generally facilitate their wife’s career. 

A partner relationship may increase access to personal resources. For 
instance, frequent and positive intimate interaction with one’s partner 
increases self-esteem (Gove et al., 1990). Social resources are also directly 
and indirectly related to both SWB and relationship status (Barrett, 1999). 
Entering a partner relationship is likely to significantly enlarge one’s social 
network, which in turn leads to an increase in social support (Hurlbert and 
Acock, 1990). Therefore, singles may have fewer social resources because 
they have smaller social networks. 

This is found to be true for divorced people (Dykstra, 1999), but not so 
much for the never-married. Barrett (1999) showed that the never-married 
have more frequent interaction with neighbours, friends and relatives than 
married and previously married (young) adults. On the other hand, the 
never-married are less likely to have a confidant and have lower levels 
of perceived support. Taken together, married people may therefore have 
greater access to social resources than never-married and divorced singles. 
When this principle is applied to relationship status instead of marital 
status, people with a partner can be expected to have more social resources 
than singles. 
So far, we more or less expected that relationships increase well-being 
(relationship effect), rather than higher well-being increasing the likelihood 
of entering a relationship directly (selection effect). Selection may be 
partially responsible for relationship status differences in well-being 
between. The selection effect has been examined in several studies, but 
the effects tend to be small and inconsistent. For example, Mastekaasa 
(2006) found some evidence that college students with a lower level of 
psychological distress are more likely to enter marriage or cohabitation. 
In examining marriage, Hope, Rodgers and Power (1999), also present 
evidence of selection. Surprisingly, Kamp Dush and Amato (2005), 
found that unhappy young adults were somewhat more likely to enter 
a more committed relationship. Moreover, Lamb, Lee and DeMaris 
(2003) concluded that there was no selection effect of depression prior 
to marriage or cohabitation. The alternative causal explanation, that 
entering relationships affects well-being, has received more support. Most 
longitudinal studies conclude that relationships increase well-being (Kamp 
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Dush and Amato, 2005; Wilson and Oswald, 2005 and Zimmermann and 
Easterlin, 2006). For example, Kim and MacKenry (2002) showed that 
entering marriage decreases the level of depressive symptoms, especially 
if it is the first marriage. 

A more indirect selection effect that is based on the availability of resources 
is more likely to operate: People with many resources at their disposal are 
more likely to move their relationship to the next level. Dating relationships 
within which partners invest and exchange many resources, are more likely 
to evolve into cohabitation or marriage. For instance, men with more 
material resources are more likely to get married (Clarkberg, 1999 and 
Oppenheimer, 2000). In addition, selection based on personal resources 
is also possible. For example, Scollon and Diener (2006) examined the 
causal relationship between traits such as neuroticism and relationship 
satisfaction. They concluded that it is more likely that these traits affect 
relationship satisfaction than vice versa. Since unsatisfied couples are less 
likely to move their relationship to a more committed status (e.g., from 
dating to cohabiting), traits affect the likelihood of entering relationship 
statuses. 

Living together 
The resources theory can also be used to explain well-being differences 
between people who are and who are not living together with their partner. 
We expect that those with a partner who are not living together, but are dating 
steadily, have a lower SWB level because they have fewer resources. Since 
investments in the relationship increase the total amount of resources for 
both partners, this lower level of resources might partly reflect the fact that 
people invest less in a dating relationship than in a cohabiting relationship 
(Rusbult, Johnson and Morrow, 1986). Furthermore, people who are 
living together benefit from economies of scale (Waite and Gallagher, 
2000): Sharing a household reduces costs per household member and thus 
increases the availability of material resources. In addition, people who 
are living together benefit from the material resources that their partner 
provides. This could be particularly true for women, since men are still 
the primary contributors to the household income (Oppenheimer, 2000). 
Moreover, people may feel more responsible for the household income if 
they are living together (Korenman and Neumark, 1991) particularly if a 
partner and children are depending on it (i.e., a resource caravan effect).
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Marriage
Finally, the resources theory can also explain why the level of well-being of 
married young adults is higher than the level of well-being of young adults 
who are cohabiting. Married individuals may have more resources than 
young adults who cohabit unmarried, for they enjoy legal and normative 
benefits that cohabitants lack (Nock, 1995 and Bowman, 2004). Married 
people may benefit more from tax laws, and have more legal rights with 
respect to inheritance and parenthood (Bowman, 2004 and Waaldijk, 2005). 
Moreover, married people are likely to have more material resources than 
people in other relationship types, for married couples invest more in 
long-term financial security by accumulating pooled savings and capital 
investments (Oppenheimer, 2000). Married individuals, men in particular, 
also have a higher income than do the unmarried (Waite and Gallagher, 
2000). Explanations for this are that married men are more productive 
(Waite, 2000) or that marriage increases the likelihood of getting a 
promotion or bonus (Ahituv and Lerman, 2005). 

Married people differ from cohabiting people in terms of social resources 
as well. Married people may be more socially integrated. They are, 
for example, more involved in religion and religious activities (Waite 
and Lehrer, 2003’, p. 263). Marriage is also a socially more approved 
institution than cohabitation, despite the high numbers of cohabitants. In 
many Western societies, a considerable proportion of people still oppose 
unmarried cohabitation, especially when the cohabitants have no plans 
to marry (Liefbroer and Fokkema, 2008). Therefore, cohabitants run the 
risk of obtaining fewer resources from people who disparage their living 
arrangement. In addition, selection processes may create differences in 
well-being between cohabiting and married people. This is similar with 
selection among dating couples: Only the well-functioning cohabiting 
couples get married. Our expectations are summarised in the following 
hypotheses. 

H1: Among young adults, subjective well-being will be highest among 
those who are married, followed, in order, by cohabiting, steady dating 
and single individuals. 

H2: Material, personal and social resources mediate the effect of 
relationship status on subjective well-being of young adults. 
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Moderating effects of resources
Our second hypothesis predicts that differences in resources will mediate 
the effect of relationship status on young adults’ well-being. In addition 
to a mediating effect, however, there are also reasons to hypothesize 
that material, social and personal resources will moderate the effect of 
relationship status on SWB. In particular, we expect that singles depend 
more on resources provided by friends, family and others in the social 
network when compared with partnered young adults. Our expectation is 
that the latter group benefits specifically from resources provided by the 
partner. 

Single people and people who are dating largely depend on their own 
material resources, while people who are living together have a partner 
they can fall back on to provide material resources for them. Therefore, the 
effects of having resources of one’s own (e.g. being employed) might be 
larger for young adults who are not living together. 

Considering social resources, in times of need, support provided by a 
partner is more important than support provided by friends to enhance the 
ability to cope with stress, and therefore provides a stronger buffer to the 
negative effects of that stress (e.g. Kessler and Essex, 1982; Lin, Woelfel and 
Light, 1985 and Penninx et al., 1997). Not receiving much social support 
from friends, family and the larger social network might be particularly 
detrimental for people who lack a romantic partner as an important support 
provider. Finally, we expect that personal resources will exert a moderating 
effect. Having a partner might be more important for people with fewer 
personal resources (Frazier and Cook, 1993). In summary:

H3: Material, personal and social resources play a moderating role in 
explaining the effect of relationship status on subjective well-being.

Gender differences
Although we expect that our hypotheses hold true for both men and 
women, it is possible that gender plays a moderating role. Gove (1972) 
assumed that single men would be unhappier than single women because 
men (more than women) tend to depend more on their partner for social 
support. Women generally receive more social support from friends and 
family and have a larger social network (Carbery and Buhrmester, 1998). 
Nevertheless, gender difference studies generate inconsistent results. For 
example, Chipperfield and Havens (2001) found that the loss of a spouse 
had more detrimental effects on men’s life satisfaction than on women’s. 
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On the other hand, men also gained greater benefit from getting married 
then women. In addition, Marks (1996) found that single women had better 
psychological well-being than single men, but the reverse was true for 
married individuals. In other recent studies, no gender differences were 
found (Simon, 2002; Kamp Dush and Amato, 2005 and Strohschein et 
al., 2005). Given this inconsistency in the literature, we will pay explicit 
attention to gender differences and similarities in our results. 

Method3.3. 

Sample
Data for this study come from the Dutch Panel study on Social Integration 
in the Netherlands (PSIN) (Liefbroer and Kalmijn, 1997). In six waves 
–1987, 1989, 1991, 1995, 1999 and 2005– information was gathered 
through interviews and questionnaires about topics such as educational, 
employment and relational careers, social support and personality among 
young adults born in 1961, 1965 or 1969. Information on a number of 
important resources (particularly personality traits and social support) was 
gathered in the 1987 and 1991 waves, but not in other waves. Therefore, data 
from only the 1987 and 1991 waves are analysed in this investigation. 

Respondents were then between 18 and 30 years of age. In the 1987 wave, 
63 per cnet of individuals approached participated (N =1,775). This sample 
was largely representative of the Dutch population, although Liefbroer and 
Kalmijn (1997) found that married respondents born in 1969 and 1965 were 
somewhat underrepresented and that those born in 1961 were somewhat 
overrepresented. Furthermore, young adults living in cities, including 
students, and those with a non-Dutch origin were slightly underrepre-
sented. In the 1991 wave 1,257 individuals participated. Taris, Van der 
Vaart en Dijkstra (1993) examined the samples in the 1987 and 1991 waves 
and concluded that people born in 1965, men, less educated people, and 
those who were unemployed in 1987 were somewhat more likely to drop 
out. However, panel attrition is not related to factors important to this 
study, such as relationship status or employment status. After excluding 
observations with missing data on any variable of interest, the final sample 
consists of 2,818 observations: 1,180 respondents participated in both 
waves and contribute two observations, and 458 respondents contribute 
one observation in 1987.
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Measurement
Well-being. Subjective well-being is measured with the four items of the 
Satisfaction with Life Scale developed by Diener, Emmons, Larsen and 
Griffin (1985). This scale is used because it allows a global evaluation 
of SWB. Because relationships are likely to be long-term processes with 
lasting consequences, we considered life satisfaction as more suitable for 
measuring subjective well-being than measures that focus on temporary 
changes in people’s situations (e.g., positive and negative affect). The used 
items are (a) ‘In most ways my life is close to my ideal’, (b) ‘The conditions 
of my life are excellent’, (c) ‘I am satisfied with my life’, and (d) ‘So far 
I have gotten the important things I want in life’. Respondents indicated 
agreement on a seven-point scale running from (1) ‘strongly disagree’ to 
(7) ‘strongly agree’, that is linearly transformed to a 0-10 scale. Cronbach’s 
α was .83 in the 1987 and .85 in the 1991 wave. 
Relationship status. Relationship status was determined using a series of 
questions on respondents’ current and past relational involvement such as 
whether people are having a relationship with someone whom they call their 
partner. If participants reported having a partner, they were asked whether 
they were living together with this partner and whether they were married. 
We constructed a categorical variable with four levels of relationship 
status from participants’ responses: Single or having no romantic partner; 
dating when they have a partner, but do not share a household; cohabiting 
when they share a household without being married; and married. Three 
respondents, who were married people but were not living with their 
spouse, were deleted from the sample. 

Figure 3.1 shows the distribution of the four relationship statuses by 
age categories. The proportion of respondents who are single or dating 
decreases during young adulthood. The proportion of cohabitants increases 
until participants reach age 30 where it decreases. By age 30, the majority 
of the respondents is married.

Material resources. Several variables were measured to indicate the 
availability of material resources. First, the highest level of education was 
obtained at the time of the interview. This resource is measured separately 
for the respondent and for the partner (if there was a partner) as the number 
of years of education since the end of primary school. Scores can range 
from (0) ‘only primary school’ to (11) ‘university’. When not partnered, 
respondents were given the mean score on this variable. 
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The second material resource variable, activity status, describes whether 
respondents are full-time enrolled in school, employed, or neither. These 
mutually exclusive statuses are represented by three dummy codes: One 
each for job, education and no activity. Participants, who were enrolled 
in school full-time but were employed part time, were classified as being 
in education. We also include a dummy variable indicating whether the 
partner has a job or not. If the respondent had no partner, partner job is 
coded as none. As no information was available on income, respondents’ 
answer to a question on their subjective evaluation of the amount of money 
they had to spend was used as an indicator of their financial resources, with 
responses ranging from (1) ‘very little money to spend’ to (5) ‘very much 
money to spend’. 

Personal resources. Personal resources were measured with neuroticism 
and self-esteem scales. Neuroticism is measured by seven items of the Dutch 
translation of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire, which is developed 
by Eysenck et al. (1985). An example of an item is ‘Do you suffer from 
‘nerves’? Cronbach’s α was .85 in 1987 and .87 in 1991. Self-esteem was 
measured with eleven items taken from a Dutch questionnaire of Helbing’s 
scale (1987) (e.g. ‘I have a low opinion of myself’). Cronbach’s α of .87 -.88 
indicates strong reliability. Both self-esteem and neuroticism are scored on 

Figure 3.1. Cumulatieve distribution of relationship status by age
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a 7-point scale ranging from (1) ‘not at all applicable’ to (7) ‘completely 
applicable’. Scale scores are transformed to range from 0 to 10. 

Social resources. The availability of social resources is measured by 
questions on perceived social support from at most five persons with 
whom the respondent has a warm and personal relationship (based on 
Van Tilburg, 1988). The partner can be, and is likely to be, one of the 
mentioned persons. Two subscales are distinguished: Emotional support 
and instrumental support. Emotional support taps the exchange of emotions 
of trust, acceptance, love, care and empathy. An example of an item is: 
‘Can you share your feelings with him/her?’. Instrumental support focuses 
on tangible forms of support. An example item of this scale is: ‘Would he 
or she provide assistance with odd jobs?’. The respondent could score (1) 
‘no’, (2) ‘maybe’ or (3) ‘yes’. Again, scale scores are transformed to range 
from 0 to 10. Both support scales are reliable; for emotional support α was 
.89 in both waves and .83-.84 for instrumental support. The third social 
resource is social integration, operationalised by how often the respondent 
attends a religious activity. This variable church visit is a continuous 
variable, ranging from visiting the church (1) ‘less than once a year’ to (5) 
‘more than once a week’. 

Other variables. Other included variables are age, sex (0 = female,  
1 = male), cohort, the presence of children and the dissolution of a past 
union. Age is included because well-being may change with age (Galambos 
and Krahn, 2008). It is measured in years and scores were centered around 
the mean. Cohort is a categorical variable consisting of three birth cohorts: 
1961, 1965 and 1969. In the analyses, two dummies represent this variable, 
with 1961 as the reference category. The presence of children (0 = no, 1 
= yes) is included because having children is strongly related to marital 
status. Besides, children can have a strong effect on well-being (Kohler et 
al., 2005). The last variable, past union dissolution, indicates whether the 
respondent has been previously separated, divorced or widowed (0 = no, 1 
= yes). The term union in the variable name is used to refer simultaneously 
to marriage and cohabitation. 

Analytical strategy
There are either one or two observations from each respondent, depending 
on whether respondents participated in only in the first (1987) wave or in 
both the 1987 and 1991 waves. Most respondents (72%) participated in 
both waves. Respondents’ observations are pooled. To control for a lack of 
independence among observations, we test our hypotheses using multilevel 
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regression analysis with random effects. This method takes into account 
that most respondents provide data from several waves (Hox, 2002). 
Advantages of the multilevel design are (i) the full use of multiple-wave 
data, (ii) the ability to control for unmeasured heterogeneity in the data and 
(iii) the possibility to separate age and cohort effects. 

We estimate four models of increasing complexity. Model 1 tests the 
differences in life satisfaction between single, dating, cohabiting and 
married respondents. Controls for sex, age, cohort, the presence of children 
and past union dissolution are included in the model. In the second model, 
material, personal and social resources are added to the equation, to test our 
second hypothesis on the mediating effects of resources. In the final Model 
3, interaction variables of resources and relationship status are added to 
Model 2 to test the moderating effects of resources. We report the model 
with only the significant interactions

Results3.4. 

Descriptive results
Table 3.1 displays the mean scores and distribution of the all variables for 
each relationship status and for the total sample. In addition, we tested 
whether the scores differed between the married and each of the other 
relationship statuses. We used analysis of variance if the variable of interest 
was continuous and logistic regression if the variable was dichotomous. 

First, respondents’ SWB differs by relationship status. As relationships 
become closer and more committed, subjective well-being increased as well. 
Second, as relationships become more committed, there are proportionally 
more females in the groups. This reflects the fact that females start living 
together at a younger age than males because they are younger than their 
partner. Third, with respect to level of education, single respondents have 
the lowest average level, cohabiting respondents the highest, and dating 
and married young adults occupy an intermediate position. Fourth, when 
compared to cohabiting and married young adults, a smaller proportion of 
the single and dating young adults are employed and a larger proportion 
are involved in full-time education. In particular, very few married 
respondents are engaged full-time in education. Most respondents of the 
cohabiting (79%) and married groups (69%) are employed. Cohabitating 
and married respondents are a few years older than are the single or dating 
subsamples, and therefore, are more likely to have made the transition to 
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work. A relatively large proportion of the married respondents are involved 
in neither work nor education. Fifth, along a similar line, single or dating 
respondents have less money to spend than cohabiting or married young 
adults. Sixth, the partner’s level of education decreases in more committed 
relationships; i.e., dating partners have the highest and partners of married 
young adults have the lowest level of education. Finally, most partners 
have a job, ranging from 63% among dating partners to more than 80% 
among cohabiting and married partners.

Regarding personal resources, singles have lower average levels of 
self-esteem compared with dating people, who, in turn, have less self-esteem 
than cohabiting and married participants. Surprisingly, married people have 
the highest average level of neuroticism, rather than the lowest, as we had 
expected. However, these differences are not significant. 

With respect to social resources, singles receive less instrumental and 
emotional support than do partnered respondents. Furthermore, married 
people visit church more often than cohabiting people, who visit more 
often than dating and single people.

Finally, there are relationship status differences in the experience of life 
course transitions such as parenthood and past union dissolution. The 
percentage of respondents who have experienced the dissolution of a 
cohabiting or married union varies from as low of 3% among the currently 
married to 9% among the currently cohabiting. Having children is nearly 
exclusively a marital phenomenon. 

Relationship status and well-being
Multi-level regression models are estimated to test our hypotheses (see 
Table 3.2). The first hypothesis suggests a hierarchy in well-being (i.e., life 
satisfaction) with married respondents at the top and single respondents 
at the bottom. As highlighted in Table 3.1, results from the first multilevel 
regression model are consistent with this hypothesis. Life satisfaction scores 
of single respondents are lower than those of dating respondents, those 
of dating respondents were lower than those of cohabitating respondents, 
and the scores of married respondents were the highest, controlling for 
age, cohort, sex, the presence of children and past union dissolution (see 
Model 1 in Table 3.2). In addition, being male, having children, having 
experienced the dissolution of a previous union are all related to lower life 
satisfaction. 
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Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
b SE b SE b SE

Control variables
     Age (in years) a  -.01 (.01)  -.04** (.02)  -.04*  (.02)
     Male  -.24** (.08)  -.49*** (.08)  -.44***  (.08)
     Cohort1

          1969   .28† (.15)   .05 (.13)   .09  (.13)
          1965  -.04 (.11)  -.16 (.10)  -.14  (.10)
     Parenthood  -.26* (.11)   .10 (.11)   .06  (.11)
     Ever separated  -.46** (.15)  -.32* (.13)  -.31*  (.13 )
Relationship status2

     Single -1.36*** (.12)  -.93*** (.13)  -.20  (.20)
     Dating  -.93*** (.12)  -.69*** (.11)  -.19  (.17)
     Cohabiting  -.34** (.12)  -.24* (.11)  -.13  (.11)
Material resources
     Level of education (0-11)    .00 (.01)   .01  (.01)
     Activity status3

          No activity  -.37*** (.09)    .07  (.14)
          Education   .23** (.09)    .17†    (.09)
     Money to spend (1-5)    .29*** (.04)   .27***  (.04)
     Partner job    .18* (.09)   .40***  (.12)
     Level of education 
       partner (0-11)

 -.02 (.02)  -.03†  (.02)

Personal resources
     Neuroticism (0-10)  -.06*** (.02)  -.03  (.02)
     Self esteem (0-10)    .39*** (.02)   .39***  (.02)
Social resources
     Instrumental support (0-10) .08**  (.03)  .08** (.02)

Emotional support (0-10) .02 (.03) .02 (.03)
Church visit (1-5) .08** (.02) .08** (.02)

Interactions
    No activity* single -.49* (.21)
    No activity* dating -.59* (.23)
    No activity* cohabiting -.77** (.28)
    Neuroticism*single -.10*** (.03)
    Partner job*dating -.54*** (.17)
Constant 8.14*** (.12) 3.74*** (.32) 3.30*** (.33)
R2 within   .05 (.33)
R2 between   .09   .34   .35

Table 3.2. Unstandardised regression coefficients and standard errors for the 
effects of relationship status and resources on life satisfaction

a  Age is centered around the mean age of Wave 1 and 3.
1  Cohort 1961 is the reference category.
2  Married is the reference category.
3   Having a job is the reference category. 
***p ≤ 0.001; **p ≤ 0.01; *p ≤ 0.05; †p ≤ 0.10. Note: N = 2,818.
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In this paper, we focus only on data from the first (1987) and third (1991) 
wave of the PSIN as these waves have by far the richest information on 
personal and social resources. Nevertheless, additional analyses show that 
these results are robust across all PSIN waves in which life satisfaction 
was measured (1987, 1991, 1995, 1999 and 2005). Relationship status 
differences are the same for the full dataset when compared with those 
from only Waves 1 and 3 (results not shown, but available from author on 
request).

Furthermore, to examine the extent to which relationship status differences in 
life satisfaction result from a selection process, we conducted within-person 
multilevel regression analyses on the full dataset (results also not shown). 
Differences in life satisfaction among relationship statuses remained highly 
significant, with one exception: The life satisfaction difference between 
cohabitation and marriage became non-significant. This suggests that 
cross-sectional differences in satisfaction between cohabiting and married 
young people may partly result from individuals with higher well-being 
are somewhat more likely to opt for marriage.

Mediating effects
We hypothesized that relationship status differences in well-being could 
be partially explained by mediating effects of material, personal and social 
resources. This second hypothesis is tested in Model 2 in Table 3.2. All 
material, personal and social resources are added in one model because 
preliminary analyses showed that these categories of resources had largely 
independent effects. Results indicate that employed people report greater 
life satisfaction than people without a daily activity, but less satisfaction 
than those who are enrolled in full-time education. Having money to spend 
or having an employed partner enhances life satisfaction, but neither the 
participant’s nor the partner’s level of education affects life satisfaction. 
Both personal resources influence life satisfaction: Neuroticism has a 
negative effect and self-esteem a positive effect. Further, instrumental 
support from friends, family or the partner, but not emotional support, 
positively influences life satisfaction. Attending religious observances, our 
indicator of social integration, is related to increased satisfaction; age has 
a negative effect. 

Finally, adding the resource variables increases between-group R2 from 
.09 in Model 1 to .34 in Model 2. This implies that about one-third of 
the variance across individuals in life satisfaction can be explained by 
resources, relationship status and the control variables, with resources 
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explaining the largest proportion. The within-group R2 is lower than the 
between-group R2. This implies that our models explain the variance 
between persons better than the variance within persons. 

Comparing the regression coefficients of the relationship statuses of this 
model, which includes resources, with the coefficients of Model 1 shows 
that the difference in satisfaction between married and single respondents 
decreased with 32%, between married and dating respondents with 25%, 
and between cohabiting and married respondents with 28%. Apparently, 
resources partially mediate the effects of relationship on well-being. 

Moderating effects
The third hypothesis suggested that resources moderate the effect of 
relationships on well-being. We added blocks of interactions of the 
relationship statuses with material, personal and social resources (see 
Model 3, Table 3.2). Having neither full-time employment nor educational 
responsibilities is related to a lower level of SWB of single, dating and 
cohabiting, but not married, respondents. Further, we conclude that the 
negative effect of neuroticism is stronger for single respondents than 
for other groups. Finally, having an employed partner is beneficial for 
cohabiting and married respondents, but not for dating respondents, which 
is in line with our expectations. 

Gender differences 
Model 3 was performed again with the addition of interactions between 
gender and the independent variables (results not shown). We find no 
gender differences in the independent variables. Next, we calculated the 
mediating effects for men and women following the same procedure as for 
the total sample. Differences in well-being between dating, cohabiting and 
married respondents are better explained by the availability of resources 
for men compared with women, although resources explain a substantial 
part of the variance for both sexes. With respect to singlehood, there is 
no difference. In addition, three-way-interaction analyses were conducted 
(results also not shown) to examine gender differences in the moderating 
effects of resources. Only one gender difference emerged: Instrumental 
support is positively related to life satisfaction among cohabiting women, 
but not among cohabiting men. 
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Discussion3.5. 

The primary purpose of this study was to increase our understanding of 
differences in subjective well-being across relationship statuses. Little 
longitudinal research has been conducted to date on the role of different 
relationship types on the level of SWB of young adults. Most previous 
research used marital status and focused on adults of all ages. In addition, 
we examined whether resources explain relationship differences in 
well-being. 

Consistent with our first hypothesis, we observed a clear relationship status 
hierarchy in well-being among young adults. Single people had the lowest 
level of well-being, followed by dating, cohabiting and married young 
adults, who had the highest SWB level. This is consistent with previous 
studies in which married people were found to have higher well-being 
levels when compared with unmarried or never-married people. At the 
same time, our results show that there are differences in well-being within 
the unmarried category. These findings are also in line with earlier studies 
of young adults (e.g. Kamp Dush and Amato, 2005). They suggest that 
marital status is not a very good indicator for understanding partner-related 
differences in well-being among young adults, and that it is worthwhile to 
also pay attention to other types of relationships, such as steady dating and 
unmarried cohabitation. We certainly agree with this conclusion. 

In addition to describing differences across relationship status, we examined 
the mediating role of material, personal and social resources in explaining 
these differences. We expected that relationship status would be related to 
the availability of resources, and that the availability of resources would 
predict well-being. Singles were supposed to have fewer resources than 
people who are dating, who would have fewer resources than cohabiting and 
married people. Therefore, differences in resources, rather than relational 
status per se, would be the root cause of differences in well-being. We found 
that resources explain about 25-32% of the variance in well-being between 
singles, dating, cohabiting and married young adults. We conclude from 
these results that the effect of relational status is largely due to differences 
in resources, especially material resources. Advantages created by pooling 
resources and the economies of scale are two principles that explain the 
difference in well-being between people who are living together and those 
who are not living together (Wilson and Oswald, 2005). Nonetheless, 
material resources also explain about one-fifth of the differences between 
cohabiting and married young adults, although both groups are living 
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together. This may occur because cohabitants are less likely to actually 
pool their resources, and because spouses profit more from economies of 
scale as a result of a higher level of specialization (Oppenheimer, 2000). 
In addition to mediating effects, we examined whether the availability of 
resources moderated the effect of relationship status on well-being. For a 
few resources, results were in line with expectations. Lacking full-time 
work or school activity was related to reduced well-being for single, dating 
and cohabiting, but not for married young adults. For married participants, 
specialization, where one partner stays at home, probably constitutes a 
conscious choice. Therefore, being inactive outside the home does not 
bother married partners as much as it does unmarried people (Waldron, 
Weiss and Hughes, 1998). 

It is worthwhile to note that having no daily activity outside the home has 
been measured conservatively because it is possible that people who are 
not employed or in full-time education are volunteering or are working of 
studying part-time. It is likely that those in the study who are involved in 
part-time work or education increase the average level of well-being for 
those with no activity. In addition, whether or not the partner is employed 
full-time does not influence the level of well-being among dating young 
adults, but has a positive effect on the well-being of cohabiting and 
married young adults. Presumably, the partner’s economic resources are 
less important when partners are not living together. Finally, a moderating 
effect was also found for neuroticism as a personal resource. Having a 
partner seems to decrease the negative effect that neuroticism exerts on 
SWB. The moderating hypothesis was not supported for other resources. 
Apparently, the effect size of most of these resources is independent of 
relationship status. 

In conclusion, the differential resource availability provides a compelling 
explanation of relational status differences in subjective well-being. This 
study showed that mediating effects are stronger than moderating effects. 
At the same time, a large part of the differences among relationship 
statuses remains unexplained. First, this could imply that unmeasured 
resources, such as income, intimacy or sexual activities, are more 
important in explaining relational status differences in well-being than the 
resources measured in this study. Another possibility is that the specific 
partner-provided resources are more important than generic resources for 
explaining relationship status effects on well-being. 
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Throughout the paper, we paid attention to gender differences. The only 
gender difference that we found was that, in general, men had lower 
well-being scores than did women. With respect to singles, dating and 
perhaps cohabiting people, this is in line with previous studies that found 
that never-married women were better off than never-married men because 
men would rely more on their partner for social support (Marks, 1996). 
Our finding that married women were happier than married men is in 
contrast with this explanation, however. Moreover, this gender difference 
has not been found in other recent studies among adults of all ages (Simon, 
2002 and Strohschein et al., 2005). Differences in the availability of social 
resources may explain why women have a higher level of well-being than 
men. Women seem to benefit more from the social support they receive: 
Increasing instrumental support resulted in a larger increase in well-being 
for cohabiting women than for cohabiting men. Perhaps this support is also 
more important for women. 

Finally, we would like to point out a few issues that merit further attention. 
First, although we used panel data, the relatively long interval between 
waves and the small number of waves did not allow thorough study of 
possible reciprocal processes between relationship status and well-being. 
For instance, we could not examine what happens if people start and end 
a relationship between the waves. It would be interesting, however, to 
examine the processes of starting, developing and ending relationships in 
more detail. This could be done by using more measurements of well-being 
per person and/or utilizing shorter time-periods between measurements. 
Unfortunately, not all waves of the panel study could be used to measure 
resource effects. Nevertheless, our finding that the effects of relationship 
status were similar if data of all five waves were used, suggests that the 
relationship status differences in SWB remain important as young adults 
enter middle adulthood. 

In addition, given that our data cover the late 1980s and early 1990s, it is 
possible that since that time societal and cultural changes influenced the 
relation between relationship status and well-being. However, comparing 
studies conducted in the 1980s (Coombs, 1991) with more recent studies 
(Waite and Gallagher, 2000 and Wilson and Oswald, 2005) suggest 
consistency in conclusions. Therefore, we expect that our results also apply 
to recent cohorts of young adults. 
Further, our data cannot rule out the claim that people with higher well-being 
are more likely to enter a (committed) relationship. These selection effects, 
however, are typically weaker than causation effects (see e.g. Mastekaasa, 
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2006). While we were not able to fully examine this issue, we found some 
indication that selection may partly explain differences in well-being 
between cohabiting and married young adults. 

Third, relationship satisfaction is strongly related to life satisfaction. 
Research has shown, for instance, that people who are very unsatisfied with 
their marriages are just as unsatisfied with their lives as are single divorced 
people (Williams, 2003 and Hawkins and Booth, 2005). Differences in 
well-being levels of dating, cohabiting and married groups could partially 
result from within-group differences in relational satisfaction. Relationship 
satisfaction thus might mediate the effects of relationship status on 
well-being. In addition, access to resources may also vary dependent 
upon relationship quality and satisfaction. Therefore, future studies should 
examine the role of relationship quality and satisfaction in understanding 
partner-related differences in well-being. Kamp, Dush and Amato (2005), 
however, report results similar to those reported here, also after controlling 
relationship happiness. This suggests that relationships have positive 
effects on well-being, independent of relationship satisfaction. 

Furthermore, it would be interesting to study relationship status differences 
in well-being in different cultural settings. The Dutch culture is rather 
individualistic and tolerant towards cohabitation (Hofstede, 1991; Liefbroer 
and Fokkema, 2008). It is possible that differences between single, dating, 
cohabiting and married individuals are different in individualistic culture 
than in other, e.g., collectivistic, cultures. These differences may be due, 
in part, to varying norms regarding singlehood (Sprecher et al., 1994) and 
cohabitation. For instance, religious involvement explains a relatively 
large part of the differences between cohabiting and married young adults 
in the present study. Religious participation, however, is relatively low in 
the Netherlands, compared to countries such as the United States. At the 
time of the data collection, only 23-31% of the Dutch population visited a 
church at least once a month and about one-third had no religious affiliation 
(Statistics Netherlands, 2005), compared to only 8% without affiliations in 
the US in 1990 (Kosmin and Lachman, 1993). Therefore, religion may be 
an even more important mediator in some other cultures.
Finally, union formation co-occurs with other life course transitions in 
young adulthood. It would be interesting to examine the consequences 
of the timing and sequencing of these transitions for the contributions of 
relationships on well-being. The resources theory used in this study could 
be a worthwhile perspective for such a study because the availability 
of resources will vary by young adults’ position in all of these parallel 
careers. 



The long-term consequences of relationship forma-4. 
tion for subjectivewell-being6

Abstract 
This study examines how relationship transitions affect subjective well-being 
(SWB) and how this effect changes over time. We use prospective data containing 
information about 18 years of young adults’ lives (PSIN, N = 5514). SWB is 
measured with the Satisfaction with Life Scale. Within-person multilevel regression 
analyses show that dating, unmarried cohabitation and marriage have additional 
well-being enhancing effects. After entry into a union, well-being slowly decreases 
as the result from an adaptation process. A larger SWB decrease is found after 
union dissolution, but through adaptation or re-partnering well-being increases 
again. Well-being of never-married and never-cohabiting young adults decreases 
slowly over time. These effects are independent of parenthood and employment. 
Our results confirm expectations from the resources theory, but contradict some 
expectations of the set-point theory. 

Introduction4.1. 

The consequences of intimate relationships for well-being have kept 
scientists busy for centuries. For instance, the Greek author Euripides 
voiced strong reservations about the positive effects of relationships when 
he wrote “Never say that marriage has more of joy than pain.” (Alcestis, 
438 B.C). On the other hand, numerous empirical studies have shown 
that ─at least in contemporary societies─ marriage and other romantic 
relationships do contribute to well-being (Waite and Gallagher, 2000 and 
Wilson and Oswald, 2005). Apparently the joy of a relationship usually 
outweighs the pain. However, most existing studies examined static 
differences in well-being between people in different relationships rather 
than dynamic changes in well-being resulting from experiences in the 
relationship domain. The aim of this paper is to further our understanding 
of this latter issue by examining (a) whether entry into different types 
of relationships differentially influences individuals’ level of subjective 
well-being (SWB), (b) whether individuals’ level of SWB changes as their 
relationship develops, and (c) to examine whether the potential effect of 
relationship changes on individuals’ SWB depends on changes in other 

6 A draft of this article was presented at the annual meeting of the American Sociological 
Association 2007 in New York. A slightly different version of this article is accepted for 
publication in the Journal of Marriage and Family.
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life domains. Subjective well-being is a general notion that refers to the 
affective and cognitive evaluation of life (Diener et al., 1999). 
First, much previous research compared the married with the never-married, 
divorced and widowed. However, the never-married group is rather 
heterogeneous and includes people without a partner, people who are 
steady dating and unmarried cohabitants. Unmarried cohabitation has 
become an important prelude to marriage and for some an alternative to 
marriage (Manting, 1996 and Manning et al., 2007), but existing studies 
on cohabitation and SWB show inconsistent results (Horwitz and White, 
1998 and Brown, 2000). Because there is no consensus about this issue, 
this study takes cohabitation into account when determining the effect 
of relationships on subjective well-being (SWB) in young adulthood. 
Steady dating, a steady relationship type in which the partners are not 
living together, is examined as well. It is an important relationship type, 
especially for young people (Collins, 2003). People who are dating might 
benefit from having a partner, even though they are not residing with this 
partner. By studying how individuals’ SWB changes in response to the 
transition in and out of a steady dating relationship, unmarried cohabitation 
or marriage, we can shed light on the question which relational aspects 
enhance well-being. Please notice that we use the term union and living 
together to refer simultaneously to unmarried cohabitation and marriage. 
Unmarried cohabitation is hereafter shortened to cohabitation.

Second, it is important to assess whether gains in well-being after entry 
into a relationship are transient or stable. Only a few studies addressed this 
topic (Lucas and Clark, 2006; Zimmermann and Easterlin, 2006). These 
studies showed that well-being decreases after an initial increase in the 
years surrounding the wedding. Whether well-being ultimately returns 
to its premarital level, remains unclear from these studies. In addition, 
most studies focused on the long-term effect of marriage only and did not 
include long-term effects of unmarried cohabitation. Furthermore, these 
studies focused on first marriages and did not pay attention to the effects 
of union dissolution and subsequent re-partnering. This is unfortunate, as 
these latter events occur rather frequently and may have a strong influence 
on people’s well-being. In addition, it has been shown that the SWB effects 
of re-partnering may differ from those of entering a first relationship (Booth 
and Edwards, 1992).

Finally, long-term changes in well-being cannot be properly examined 
without taking other life course factors into account. Earlier studies 
compared the SWB level of married individuals with their SWB level 
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before they entered into this marriage. Such a comparison seems based 
on the assumption that individuals’ level of well-being would have 
remained stable over time if they had not entered into a relationship. This 
is questionable, however. The passing of time and the concurrence of other 
life course transitions, such as parenthood and employment, may blur the 
effects of union and need to be taken into account as well. 

To examine these issues, data from five waves of the Dutch panel study 
PSIN are used. This study contains detailed information about well-being 
and relationship careers during 18 years of young adults’ lives (1987-2005). 
Before analyzing these data, the theoretical perspectives regarding 
relationships and well-being are discussed in more detail. 

Theory and hypotheses4.2. 

Transitions into and out of a relationship
Numerous studies show that married people fare better than unmarried 
people on various measures of SWB (Coombs, 1991; Waite and Gallagher, 
2000; Wilson and Oswald, 2005; Stutzer and Frey, 2006). It is also shown 
that the transition to marriage enhances well-being (Horwitz et al., 
1996). Other types of relationships, such as steady dating and unmarried 
cohabitation, are likely to enhance SWB as well (Kamp Dush and Amato, 
2005). It is unclear, however, if these other types of relationships have 
the same positive influence on well-being as marriage. Previous research 
suggests that the well-being enhancing effect of relationships increases as 
the relational commitment of partners in an emotional, practical and legal 
sense increases. Thus, people who entered a steady dating relationship 
were less happy than young adults who got married (Kamp Dush and 
Amato, 2005). With respect to cohabitation and marriage, differences are 
less clear. Some studies report that married people are less depressed than 
cohabitants, due to the larger stability of marriages (Brown, 2000). Yet 
other studies found no differences between cohabiting and married people 
(Horwitz and White, 1998 and Mastekaasa, 2006). 

There is more consensus about the effects of ending a union. Whether this 
is through divorce, separation or widowhood, union dissolution has a large, 
long-term negative impact on well-being (Lucas, 2007). In addition, the 
consequences of starting new relationships might be different for people 
who have experienced a union dissolution. For instance, people who are 
still in their first marriage are happier (Kim and MacKenry, 2002) and 
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less lonely (Peters and Liefbroer, 1997) than those who are remarried. 
This could be due to the lower marital quality of remarriages (Booth and 
Edwards, 1992). Moreover, the well-being enhancing effect of entering a 
new partner relationship might not be enough to compensate for the negative 
experience of losing a partner and the financial and social consequences of 
this loss (Baumeister et al., 2001).

A large number of explanations for differences in well-being between people 
in different relationship types have been suggested (Waite & Gallagher, 
2000). Because it is not our purpose to test specific mechanisms, we focus 
on a general explanation that encompasses and is compatible with many 
of these more specific arguments: The conservation of resources theory 
(Hobfoll, 1989 and Soons and Liefbroer, 2008). Hobfoll defines resources 
as “those entities that either are centrally valued in their own right (...) 
or act as means to obtain centrally valued ends.” (2002’, p. 307). They 
can be either material (e.g., income) or non-material (e.g., social support). 
Resources enable or disable someone to fulfill physical and psychological 
needs (Diener and Fujita, 1995). Therefore, the loss of resources or the 
threat of losing them results in distress and accordingly in a lower level 
of well-being. The other way around, the more resources people acquire, 
and the more possibilities they have to capitalize on them, the higher their 
sense of well-being. 

Access to resources is related to romantic relationships because a partner 
provides resources that enhance SWB. When entering a relationship, 
the availability of resources, such as social support and companionship, 
increases (Wan, Jaccard and Sharon, 1996). If people start living together, 
additional resources become available. For example, people who are 
co-residing pool resources and enjoy economies-of-scale, which reduces 
their costs of living (Waite and Gallagher, 2000). Marriage may elicit more 
additional resources than unmarried cohabitation. For example, married 
men have higher wages (Ahituv and Lerman, 2005). Married people may 
also have more social resources because it is supported by the legal system 
and diverse religions, and therefore may elicit more status and support 
from the social network than cohabitation (Thornton and Young-DeMarco, 
2001 and Liefbroer and Fokkema, 2008). 

Also the transition out of a relationship can be explained with access to 
resources. Union dissolution leads to a loss of important resources and, as 
a result, a decrease in SWB. Divorcees, for instance, loose many contacts 
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in the first years after the separation, which they cannot renew (Terhell et 
al., 2004). 

A related mechanism, through which changes in relationship statuses 
can influence well-being, is reduction of uncertainty. As mentioned, the 
resources theory assumes that the threat of losing resources decreases 
well-being. Therefore, people invest in preventing this loss. One way of 
reducing this threat is by reducing uncertainty about the loss of resources 
(Greco and Roger, 2003). Actions that make the future more predictable 
reduce this uncertainty (Berger and Bradac, 1982). One of these actions 
could be entry into a (more) committed relationship. Solomon and Knobloch 
(2001) showed that uncertainty about the relationship decreases if intimacy 
and commitment increases. Therefore, it is likely that uncertainty is further 
reduced for cohabitants –who agreed on living together– than for steady 
daters; And more for married people than for cohabitants because the 
married have fewer conflicts (Brown, 2000), and the emotional, normative 
and legal barriers to break-up are larger (Bowman, 2004). 

Based on these considerations, we hypothesize that the start of a partner 
relationship will enhance individuals’ SWB level, that entry into a 
co-residential union has an additional well-being enhancing effect, and 
that marriage will enhance their SWB level even further. In addition, union 
dissolution would decrease well-being.

Adaptation
The next question is how transient or stable the increase in SWB that 
results from entry into a partner relationship is. One important model to 
describe long-term effects of life events is the set-point theory, that is also 
known as the dynamic equilibrium theory (Headey and Wearing, 1989). 
This model assumes that people have a certain baseline level of well-being, 
the set-point, determined by genes and stable personality factors (Suh et 
al., 1996). According to this theory, only temporary changes in well-being 
are possible because people quickly adapt to changes in circumstances, 
after which their level of well-being returns to their set-point (Headey and 
Wearing, 1989). This decrease in well-being is called the adaptation effect. 
Because of the adaptation effect, the happiness boost that results from 
starting a relationship is temporary. After some time has elapsed the person 
will return to its stable set-point level of well-being. Adaptation is thought 
to be complete and to take place within months (Suh et al., 1996). 
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The resources theory also offers some arguments for a potential gradual 
decline in SWB after entry into a union. Resources that have been acquired 
by entering a relationship could become less valuable over time because 
people get used to their availability (similar to the prospect theory of 
Kahneman and Tversky, 1979), even though people might not expect this 
beforehand (Finkenauer et al., 2007). It is therefore suggested that the gain 
and loss of resources is more important for changes in well-being than 
the actual level of resources (Freund and Riediger, 2001). This implies 
that people compare their current level of resources to their past level, 
which acts as a kind of reference level. If the current level is higher than 
the reference level, SWB increases; if the current level is lower than the 
reference level, SWB decreases (Frederick and Loewenstein, 1999). After 
people have gained resources as a result of entering a (more committed) 
relationship, this also leads to an increase in their reference level and 
accordingly the comparative value of the attained resources decreases. A 
decline in well-being after the relationship transition could be the result of 
this process. 

At the same time, the resources theory offers several reasons why 
well-being will not completely return to a baseline level. First, partner 
related resources can be expressed in manifold ways, which reduces the 
likelihood of habituation to a specific resource (Hobfoll, 2002). For instance, 
a partner can provide the resource support in different ways: Giving advice, 
listening, or having shared pastimes. Second, new situations may arise in 
which resources are needed and thus valued. Young adults with a partner 
keep the advantage in these situations of having an important resource 
provider and are thus benefited over single people. Third, according to the 
downward comparison theory of Wills (1981), people with a partner may 
make downward comparisons when meeting single people, that makes 
them more satisfied with their own situation. Finally, a partner is a unique 
resource provider, who cannot be replaced easily by other people. An 
incomplete adaptation is in line with recent notes on the set-point theory 
(Fujita and Diener, 2005 and Headey, 2006) in which it is stated that after 
some major life events well-being may change more permanently. Perhaps 
that entering and ending relationships are examples of these important life 
events. 

The empirical evidence on the occurrence of adaptation to being in a union 
is (Kim and MacKenry, 2002) inconsistent. Lucas, Clark, Georgellis and 
Diener (2003) examined the set-point theory with respect to marriage, 
using 15 waves of the German Socio-Economic Panel Study (GSOEP). 
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Lucas and Clark (2006) later replicated this study using 21 waves. In both 
studies it was found that the level of global happiness increased in the 
years surrounding the wedding, but returned completely to the premarital 
baseline level afterwards. They considered this to be a confirmation of the 
set-point theory. By contrast, Zimmermann and Easterlin (2006), who used 
the same sample, found that SWB decreased after getting married, but that 
it remained higher than in the phase before marriage (although their effect 
sizes did not differ much from those reported by Lucas and his colleagues). 
They concluded that marriage can have permanent well-being enhancing 
effects, despite the adaptation process. Zimmermann and Easterlin ascribed 
the difference between their results and those of Lucas et al. (2003) to 
the inclusion of control variables such as age, employment, education and 
religiosity. A drawback of these studies is that the conclusions are based on 
the same dataset. New analyses with other longitudinal data are needed to 
shed new light on these contradictory conclusions. 

Adaptation will probably not only occur after union formation, but also 
after union dissolution. People might adapt to the loss of resources by 
lowering their reference level, and making downward comparisons by 
comparing themselves with people who are in worse circumstances than 
themselves (Wills, 1981). They can try to attach less value to the resources 
they got from their partner and more value to other resources (Heckhausen 
and Schulz, 1995). Nevertheless, this probably implies a long and tedious 
process, instead of the quick adaptation that the original set-point theory 
proposes (Lucas, 2005). 

Most longitudinal studies on the consequences of union formation, marriage 
in particular, compare levels of SWB after marriage to levels of SWB in 
the premarital phase (Lucas et al., 2003 and Zimmermann and Easterlin, 
2006). This comparison seems based on the assumption that the passing 
of time would not have changed the SWB level of these people had they 
stayed unmarried. Nevertheless, the passing of time may affect SWB of 
people who are not in a union as well. Several reasons can be suggested why 
young adults who are outside a union may show a reduction in well-being 
as their period of living alone extends. First, almost all people wish to be 
in a committed relationship (Lelkes, 2008). Therefore, failing to reach this 
desirable goal, could affect their self-esteem negatively (Brase and Guy, 
2004), which in turn may decrease SWB (Wrosch and Heckhausen, 1999). 
Second, as young adults grow older, most of their age mates will be in a 
union (Kiernan, 1991) and spend much time with their partner and less 
time with other friends (Kalmijn, 2003). Especially interaction between the 
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married and people who are not in a union becomes less frequent (Kalmijn 
and Vermunt, 2007). As a result, those remaining outside a union are likely 
to feel lonelier. Based on these arguments we expect that the subjective 
well-being of people who are not in a union decreases as the period of 
living without a partner extends. 

To conclude, we expect an adaptation effect after relationship formation and 
dissolution; as a result the initial increase or decrease in well-being will be 
partly annulled. It is expected that there is no full return to a set-point after 
entering a union, but that cohabitation and marriage both have a long-term 
effect on subjective well-being. Finally, we expect a negative effect on 
well-being of the duration of the period outside a union. 

Life course
In analyzing the long-term link between relationship status and well-being, 
it is also important to pay attention to other life course transitions. Two 
transitions in particular are important to consider: Parenthood and 
employment. First, parenthood should be taken into account because most 
children are born within couples who are married or cohabiting (Bumpass 
and Lu, 2000). Parenthood is thus strongly related to living together. The 
effect of becoming a parent on well-being is not completely clear, but 
usually becoming a parent is associated with an increase in life satisfaction 
and other global measures of subjective well-being for married people, 
but not for unmarried people (Nomaguchi and Milkie, 2003 and Woo and 
Raley, 2005). 

The second transition is employment. One of the benefits of entering a 
union is the increase in financial resources. This increase is likely to be 
more important for unemployed people, who have only limited financial 
resources. As a result, among the unemployed union formation could 
lead to a larger enhancement in SWB than among the employed. To take 
concurrent life course transitions into account, parenthood and employment 
are included in the analytic model as control variables, and interactions 
with union formation variables are explored. 

Gender differences
We expect that our theoretical framework is applicable to both men and 
women. However, in the literature there is an ongoing debate about gender 
differences in the effects of marriage on well-being. Gove (1972) assumed 
that unmarried women would be happier than unmarried men because 
they receive more social support from friends and family (Carbery and 
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Buhrmester, 1998), whereas men tend to rely more on their partner for this. 
Gove also argued in 1972 that in general married men are more satisfied 
being married than women because if their marriage is not very satisfying 
they also have their jobs to focus on. Nowadays, some researchers argue 
that women still benefit less from marriage than men because they have 
to manage two roles at a time: Those of housewife and working woman 
(Hochschild and Machung, 1998), whereas men still are mainly the 
breadwinners. On the other hand, women might have more to gain from 
the material resources that their partner provides, for men’s income is still 
higher (Oppenheimer, 2000). 

Results from studies on gender differences and different well-being 
measures show an inconsistent picture. Among older adults Gove’s idea 
is confirmed: The difference between the married and never-married in 
emotional loneliness was smaller for women than for men because men 
are more reliant on their spouse (Dykstra and De Jong-Gierveld, 2004). 
Also some other studies report small gender differences: Unmarried 
women were better off than unmarried men, but married men were better 
off than married women, with respect to psychological well-being (Marks, 
1996), life satisfaction (Chipperfield and Havens, 2001) and alcohol 
abuse (Marcussen, 2005). In other recent studies no gender differences 
were found (Waite and Gallagher, 2000; Simon, 2002; Kamp Dush and 
Amato, 2005; Strohschein et al., 2005 and Lucas and Clark, 2006). Given 
this inconsistency in the literature, we will pay explicit attention to gender 
differences in our empirical analyses. 

Method4.3. 

Panel study on social integration in the Netherlands
The data used in this study come from the Panel study on Social Integration. 
This panel study is conducted in the Netherlands (PSIN), in six waves 
–1987, 1989, 1991, 1995, 1999 and 2005– information was gathered through 
face-to-face interviews, telephone interviews and mail questionnaires 
about respondents’ experiences with and attitudes towards education, 
employment, relationships and parenthood (Liefbroer and Kalmijn, 1997). 
The second wave contains no information about well-being and is therefore 
not used in this study. The respondents were born in 1961, 1965 or 1969 
and they were 18-26 years old at the start of the study. 
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In the first wave 63% (N = 1,775) of the approached young adults 
participated. They were representative for the Dutch population of young 
adults in 1987, except that married young adults born in 1969 and 1965, 
young adults living in cities, and young adults with a non-Dutch origin were 
slightly underrepresented in the original sample (Liefbroer and Kalmijn, 
1997). In Wave 3, 1,257 respondents participated (70.9% of the original 
sample), in Wave 4 54.2% of the original sample participated. In Wave 
5 the participation rate was 47.1% and in Wave 6, 43.4% of the original 
sample continued with the study. The most important cause of attrition 
was change of address. Many young adults were students in the first years 
of the panel study and moved a lot without leaving new addresses. This 
explains why there is less attrition in the later waves. For more information 
about the data, see Dijkstra (1993) and Liefbroer and Kalmijn (1997). 

In order to assess the potential selectivity bias that could result from this 
panel attrition, we conducted a series of ANOVA analyses that compared 
respondents who dropped out to respondents who did not drop out. To 
control for composition differences that are likely to affect well-being, we 
controlled for current relationship status, employment, parenthood en past 
union dissolution. These tests showed that the attrition caused no selection 
on well-being in all waves but one. Only young adults dropping out in 
Wave 4 were slightly unhappier than those who did not drop out in this 
wave. 

Each person participated in at least 1 and at most 5 waves; thus there are 1 to 
5 observations per person. About two-third of the respondents participated 
at least 3 times. Those who had a missing score on life satisfaction or on 
relationship status, were excluded (98 observations). This results in a final 
sample of 5,526 observations: 1,749 observations in the first wave, 1,252 
in the third wave, 936 in the fourth, 830 in the fifth and 759 in the sixth 
wave. 

Measurement
Well-Being. Subjective well-being is measured with a widely used scale with 
good psychometric properties: The Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et 
al., 1985). The four items used are (a) ‘In most ways my life is close to 
my ideal’, (b) ‘The conditions of my life are excellent’, (c) ‘I am satisfied 
with my life’, and (d) ‘So far I have gotten the important things I want in 
life’. Respondents could indicate their agreement on a scale running from 
(1) ‘strongly disagree’ to (7) ‘strongly agree’. It is a highly reliable scale; 
Cronbach’s α was .83 in the first wave (1987) and in the following waves: 
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.85 (1991), .89 (1995), .86 (1999) and .91 (2005). See Table 4.1 for the 
descriptives of this variable.

Relationship Status. Relationship status is determined with several 
questions about the start, finish and type of relationships. Using these 
questions, we construct three time-varying dummy variables that measure 
the current relationship status and one that measures what happened in 
the past. All variables are coded (0) ‘no’ and (1) ‘yes’. The first variable 
partner indicates whether a respondent had a partner. This could be in any 
kind of partner relationship type. The second variable being in union refers 
to whether the respondent was married or cohabiting. The variable married 
indicates whether the respondent was married. We use this cumulative 
coding scheme rather than the conventional dummy coding scheme because 
it allows us to assess the change in well-being by a change in relationship 
status. The interpretation of this scheme is explained in more detail in the 
section on analytical strategy. 

Fourthly, we measure whether the respondent experienced a union 
dissolution in the past; this could be the dissolution of either an unmarried 
cohabitation or a marriage. This variable is called past union dissolution. 
Similar to the other relationship status variables, the score on this variable 
could vary between waves. For example, if the respondent experienced a 
union dissolution between Wave 3 and Wave 4, this respondent is assigned 
a score of 0 in Wave 3 and a score of 1 in Wave 4. 

Duration variables. To measure time effects, two duration variables are 
constructed. First, to measure the adaptation effect, we construct the 
variable duration in union by subtracting the month in which the respondent 
entered a union from the month of interview. Respondents who were not in 
a union were recoded to 0. A similar variable is constructed for the duration 
of marriage, but because of the high correlation (r = .91) between these 
two duration variables, only the variable duration in union is included in 
the statistical models. The data do not allow the calculation of the duration 
of dating relationships because not all starting and ending dates of dating 
relationships are available. 

Second, to examine change in well-being among respondents who were 
not in a union, the variable duration outside a union is constructed. If the 
respondent did not live together with a partner and had experienced a union 
dissolution, this variable measures the number of months since the end of 
the last union. If the respondent was not in a union and had not been in 
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one before, the month in which the respondent turned 18 years is taken as 
starting point. Respondents who were in a union were coded 0. 

Life course variables. The life course transition variables parenthood and 
employment are modeled as time-varying dummies. For parenthood, 1 
indicates that the respondent had at least one biological child; 0 indicates 
that the respondent had no biological children. The score of the variable 
employment indicates whether the respondent had a paid job (1) or not (0). 
To exclude side jobs, the score 0 is also given to all respondents who were 
in full time education. 

In Table 4.1 mean scores and the distribution of the dependent and 
independent variables are displayed per relationship status and for the total 
sample. 

Analytical strategy
We use multilevel regression analysis, also known as hierarchical linear 
modelling, to test our hypotheses. This method takes the nested structure of 
the data, multiple measurements within persons, into account (Hox, 2002). 
In this situation, using standard OLS regression would give biased results 
because the observations are not independent: The measurements of the 
respondents are correlated. Advantages of the multilevel design are (a) that 
the multiple-wave structure of the data is fully utilized, despite the fact that 
not everyone participated in every wave, and (b) that it implicitly controls 
for unmeasured heterogeneity in the data. 

To test our hypotheses, we estimate several multilevel regression 
models. An important characteristic of our study is that we only examine 
within-person change in SWB, whereby respondents are compared to their 
own average satisfaction. Thus the individual change is well-being after a 
transition is calculated. This type of model is called a fixed-effects model 
and has the advantage that selection effects resulting from stable individual 
characteristics are excluded. The formula shows that the fixed-effects model 
is the total multilevel model minus the between-person effects model. In 

this formula Yij is the SWB score for person j in wave i. j.Υ   is the average 
SWB score for person j.
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(Adapted from Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal, 2008, p. 111).

We use a stepwise modelling approach. In Model 1 the effect of marriage is 
considered. Past union dissolution is controlled. This first model resembles 
the models in previous research, where married and unmarried people are 
compared. In Model 2, we add the relationship status being in union. Because 
of the cumulative coding scheme, the relationship status coefficients should 
be summed to determine the effect of a specific relationship status on life 
satisfaction. This implies that, for instance, the total effect of marriage is 
calculated by adding the effects for the variables being in union and being 
married. Likewise, if bm arried is .5, this would imply that the move from 
cohabitation to marriage results in a .5-point increase in life satisfaction. 
The intercept in this model indicates the average level of satisfaction for 
a young adult who is living without a partner. In Model 3, the relationship 
status having a partner is added. Again, the cumulative coding system 
is used. To estimate the difference in well-being between young adults 
without a partner and married young adults, the effects of having a partner, 
being in union and marriage should be added up. The effect of cohabitation 
is found by adding the coefficients of having a partner and being in union. 
In Model 4, the duration variables are added: Duration outside a union and 
duration in a union. We add the life course variables becoming a parent 
and employment in Model 5, to see whether concurrence of life course 
transitions affects relationship effects on well-being. In the final Model 6 
significant interactions between the duration and life course variables and 
the relationship statuses are added. 

To examine the expectations of the set-point theory about a full return 
to the level of well-being people had before starting living together, 
F-tests are performed, using the coefficients of Model 5. To test whether 
there is a full return in t years, an F-test is performed on the equation:  
bunion - (t * bduration-in-union) = 0.
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With this equation the difference between the initial effect of being in a 
union (bunion) and the adaptation effect (bduration-in-union), in a certain period is 
calculated. If the outcome of this equation is significantly below zero, the 
positive effect of being in a union is smaller than the negative adaptation 
effect after t years, which implies that well-being has returned to the 
pre-union level after t years or below. If the outcome is greater than 0 at 
time t, the benefits of being in a union are larger at time t than the adaptation 
effect at that point of time. We calculate this test for several values of t, 
ranging from 1 to 20. To test the long-term effects of marriage the same 
tests are conducted, but with the effect of being married added to the effect 
of being in a union: (bunion+ bmarriage) - (t * bduration-in-union) = 0. 

Finally, we perform three additional analyses. First, as was 
mentioned in the method-section, age- and duration effects are 
difficult to distinguish. Because of the high correlation between them 
(r = .74), we decided not to include age in the multilevel models. To examine 
whether adding age changed the results, we reran the final model with age 
added to the model. Second, to ascertain whether the effect of marriage on 
SWB differs for respondents who married directly and respondents who 
married after having lived together beforehand, a model is conducted with 

Variables Single Dating Cohabitting Married Total

N 1,250 867 961 2,436 5,514
Duration in union 
  (in years)

M n.a. n.a. 3.77 9.65 7.98
(4.11) (5.87) (6.04)

Duration outside 
  union  
  (in years)

M 5.26 4.64 n.a n.a. 5.01

(SD) (5.32) (3.89) (4.80)

Past union dissolution % yes 14.2 11.2 21.0 6.8 11.6
Parenthood % parent 5.0 3.7 18.0 72.0 36.7
Employed % yes 51.6 55.7 83.7 74.8 68.1
Gender % men 58.6 51.8 48.4 40.5 47.7
Age (in years) M 24.8 23.8 29.2 33.0 29.0

(SD) (6.4) (5.2) (5.9) (5.9) (7.1)

Table 4.1. Descriptives of dependent and independent variables by relationship 
status 

Note: Standard deviation in brackets. N = 5,514.
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a dummy variable cohabiting-before-marriage included. Third, to check 
for gender differences, we reran all models with all interactions of the 
predictor variables and gender. 

Results4.4. 

Descriptive results
In Table 4.1 descriptives are presented of the different current relationship 
statuses. The average time since entry into a union is 8.0 years: 3.8 years 
for cohabiting people and 9.6 years for married people. What is worth 
noticing is that the percentage of respondents who experienced a union 
dissolution is much higher among the cohabitants (21%) than among the 
married (6.8%). Furthermore, the percentage parents is much higher among 
the married (71.9%) than among the other groups, although also one in five 
cohabitants is a parent. Respondents who are dating or single do not differ 
much in this respect, nor on other descriptives. 

Our first hypothesis is concerned with differences in the level of well-being 
of people who are single, dating, cohabiting and married. To get a first 
impression of these differences, we present the SWB means by relationship 
status and wave in Table 4.2. In this table, we also present the proportion 
of respondents in each relationship status by wave. As becomes clear from 
this table, respondents with a partner have a higher level of well-being than 
respondents without a partner. Respondents who are dating steadily have 
an average score of 5.28 on a 1-7 point range. This is .29 point higher than 
the average level of singles (4.99). Cohabiting (5.55) and married (5.70) 
respondents have a higher level of SWB than single and dating respondents. 
When contrasting the married with the singles, we see a difference of .71 
points, which amounts to about two-third standard deviation in well-being 
(1.11) – a substantial difference. This pattern of increasing well-being with 
increasing commitment in the relationship can be seen in all waves. The 
only exceptions are dating respondents in Wave 6; they have a lower level 
of well-being than the singles, but in this wave both groups have become 
rather small (35 and 79 respondents). 

Results from multilevel regression models
The results of the multilevel within-person regression analyses are shown 
in Table 4.3. Model 1 confirms previous research by showing that married 
people have a higher SWB level (b = .35) than unmarried people, controlling 
for past union dissolution. This is an effect size of .32 (b/SD(Y)): A small 
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to moderate effect (Rosenthal, Rosnow and Rubin, 2000). Past union 
dissolution has a negative effect on well-being (-.26). 

In Model 2 the relationship status being in a union is added. As a result, 
the reference category changes from unmarried respondents to respondents 
who do not live with a partner. Respondents who start cohabiting have a 
large increase in well-being (b = .42). The coefficient of marriage decreases 
to .09, which implies that being in a union –irrespective of whether this is 
married or unmarried– is more important for one’s well-being than the  
(f)act of marriage itself. 

In Model 3, dating relationships are also examined. Respondents who enter 
a steady dating relationship have on average a predicted well-being level 
that is .24 higher on the 1-7 scale than when they were single. Entry into 
cohabitation leads to an additional .30 increase in well-being. Young adults 
who enter marriage are on average .64 (.24 + .30 + .10) happier than singles. 
It can be concluded that every step in the relational career significantly 
enhances well-being, which confirms our expectations. Entering a union is 
the transition with the largest contribution to well-being. 

In Model 4 (Table 4.3) the time variables duration in a union and duration 
outside a union are added. According to this model, during the period that 
someone is not in a union, well-being does not change. Duration in a union 
has a significant negative effect (-.02 per year), which suggests that there 
is an adaptation effect. When these duration variables are added to the 
model, the coefficient of marriage increases from .10 to .23. This suggests 
that the adaptation effect partly suppresses the well-being enhancing effect 
of marriage. 

In Model 5, we include the life course variables parenthood and employment. 
As the model shows, parenthood and employment are both associated with 
an increasing average SWB level of respectively .13 and .09, small effects 
compared to the overall effect of the relationship statuses. The effects of 
the other variables do not change.

In additional F-tests, using the coefficients of Model 5, it is estimated 
after how many years the level of well-being would have returned to the 
level the young adult had before starting the union, other things remaining 
equal. This is another test of the set-point theory. We compared whether the 
predicted decrease in well-being as a result of the adaptation effect after 
a certain number of years was significantly different from the increase in 
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well-being that resulted from the transition into cohabitation or marriage, 
assuming that this linear model is correct. Our calculations show that 
after approximately 8 years of cohabitation, SWB had once again reached 
the level of well-being people had when they were dating. For married 
respondents, it turned out that it took about 14 years before the SWB level 
returned to this pre-union level. These figures suggest that adaptation takes 
place, but at a much slower pace than assumed in the set-point theory. 

Finally, for Model 6 (Table 4.3) we tested all statistically significant 
interactions between the variables included in Model 5. The significant 
interactions between being in a union and parenthood, being in a union 
and past union dissolution, and duration outside a union and past union 
dissolution, were added to the model. After people have experienced 
a union dissolution, they score on average .61 lower on the well-being 
measure than before they had this experience. However, young adults 
slowly adapt to this new situation, as the increase in SWB with .09 per year 
attests. If they re-enter a union, the negative effect of union dissolution 
largely disappears. This confirms our expectations. In this model, the 
negative effect of duration out of a union becomes statistically significant 
as well, implying that the SWB level of young adults who have never 
been in a union decreases over time compared to separated and divorced 
young adults. This might suggest that living without a partner is related to 
decreasing well-being for those who do not make the normative transition 
into cohabitation or marriage. 
 
The significant interaction effect of parenthood and being in a union shows 
that being a parent makes people less happy (b = -.52) if they are not 
living together with a partner. By contrast, for those who are in a union, 
parenthood is a pleasant event: SWB scores increase with .19 on average. 

The relationship effects are illustrated in Figure 4.1. In this figure, the 
relationship careers of three fictitious young adults are drawn. Their level of 
well-being in certain phases of their relationship career is estimated with a 
model that includes all relationship variables and the interactions past union 
dissolution*duration outside a union and past union dissolution*being in a 
union. In this model other life course variables are not included. The thick 
black line shows a young adult who is single at age 18 and starts dating 
steadily at age 20. Two years later this person starts cohabiting. At 25 the 
person gets married with the same partner and this situation lasts at least 
until the age of 44. It can be seen that well-being increases when the person 
starts dating, cohabiting and gets married. After entry into cohabitation 
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and marriage well-being slowly decreases; this results in a lower level of 
well-being in the long-term as a result of adaptation. 

The dotted line is the well-being curve of someone who is single at age 18, 
starts dating and then enters a union. This union is dissolved after some 
years, resulting in a sharp drop in well-being. Afterwards, well-being slowly 
rises, but only after the person starts a new relationship does well-being 
increase substantially. 

The gray line shows a young adult who remains single for the entire period. 
The well-being of this person decreases slowly and remains below that 
of the thick black line, suggesting that –even though there is a decline in 
well-being among the married– the level of well-being of someone who 
experiences marriage remains higher than would have been the case if this 
person had not entered into a union.

Additional analyses
Given the high correlation between age and duration in a union, it is hard 
to disentangle both effects. In most previous studies, age was included, 
but no duration variables. In our models, the opposite choice was made 
because of the high correlation between time and age, and our interest 
in long-term effects on well-being. To check whether our duration effects 
remain important even if age is included as well, we reran Model 6 with the 
variable age added. The results (available from author on request) show that 
the adaptation effect remains the same. Age has no significant effect. The 
main effect of duration out of a union becomes statistically insignificant, 
but the interaction with past union dissolution does not change. 

Because we suspected that some other predictors might also be highly 
correlated, we checked for multicollinearity by calculating the variance 
inflation factors (VIF). It turned out that the variables parenthood and its 
interaction with being in a union were highly correlated with each other. 
To examine whether this influenced our results, we conducted separated 
analyses for people who were and were not in a union, but our conclusions 
did not change. 

Another issue is whether the marriage bonus in well-being differs between 
those who marry after prior cohabitation and those who marry straightaway. 
Another additional model with a dummy variable that indicated whether 
people cohabited before their marriage and a t-test (results also available 
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well-being that resulted from the transition into cohabitation or marriage, 
assuming that this linear model is correct. Our calculations show that 
after approximately 8 years of cohabitation, SWB had once again reached 
the level of well-being people had when they were dating. For married 
respondents, it turned out that it took about 14 years before the SWB level 
returned to this pre-union level. These figures suggest that adaptation takes 
place, but at a much slower pace than assumed in the set-point theory. 

Finally, for Model 6 (Table 4.3) we tested all statistically significant 
interactions between the variables included in Model 5. The significant 
interactions between being in a union and parenthood, being in a union 
and past union dissolution, and duration outside a union and past union 
dissolution, were added to the model. After people have experienced 
a union dissolution, they score on average .61 lower on the well-being 
measure than before they had this experience. However, young adults 
slowly adapt to this new situation, as the increase in SWB with .09 per year 
attests. If they re-enter a union, the negative effect of union dissolution 
largely disappears. This confirms our expectations. In this model, the 
negative effect of duration out of a union becomes statistically significant 
as well, implying that the SWB level of young adults who have never 
been in a union decreases over time compared to separated and divorced 
young adults. This might suggest that living without a partner is related to 
decreasing well-being for those who do not make the normative transition 
into cohabitation or marriage. 
 
The significant interaction effect of parenthood and being in a union shows 
that being a parent makes people less happy (b = -.52) if they are not 
living together with a partner. By contrast, for those who are in a union, 
parenthood is a pleasant event: SWB scores increase with .19 on average. 

The relationship effects are illustrated in Figure 4.1. In this figure, the 
relationship careers of three fictitious young adults are drawn. Their level of 
well-being in certain phases of their relationship career is estimated with a 
model that includes all relationship variables and the interactions past union 
dissolution*duration outside a union and past union dissolution*being in a 
union. In this model other life course variables are not included. The thick 
black line shows a young adult who is single at age 18 and starts dating 
steadily at age 20. Two years later this person starts cohabiting. At 25 the 
person gets married with the same partner and this situation lasts at least 
until the age of 44. It can be seen that well-being increases when the person 
starts dating, cohabiting and gets married. After entry into cohabitation 
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on request) showed that respondents who married directly, and respondents 
who married after cohabitation had similar levels of well-being. 

Another additional analysis (results also available on request) shows that 
respondents who married directly and respondents who married after 
cohabitation have similar levels of well-being. 

A final issue we paid attention to, is whether there are gender differences. 
We reran all models with the interactions of the predictors and gender added 
one by one (results available on request from author). Our findings did not 
vary by gender, with one exception: There is a small positive interaction 
effect (b = .08, p = .028) of duration outside union*male*union dissolution. 
This interaction shows that after experiencing a union dissolution, the 
well-being level of men who are living without a partner increased at a 
more rapid pace than that of women who were in the same situation.

Discussion4.5. 

This paper examined the long-term consequences of romantic relationships 
for the subjective well-being (SWB) of young adults. We focused on three 
aspects: The consequences for well-being of making the transition into and 
out of steady dating, unmarried cohabitation and marriage, the long-term 
effects of the time spent in or out of a union and the role of other life course 
factors. 

First, on the basis of the conservation of resources theory and the mechanism 
of uncertainty reduction, we hypothesized that every step towards a more 
committed relationship status would additionally increase the availability 
of resources and reduce uncertainty, which results in an increase in 
SWB. Conversely, union dissolution was expected to elicit a decrease in 
SWB because of the loss of resources. The results of the within-person 
multilevel regression models confirm that steady dating, cohabitation and 
marriage indeed have separate effects on well-being. Young adults who 
enter a relationship become happier, even if they do not live together with 
this partner. Steady dating is thus of importance for well-being, not only 
for adolescents, but for young adults as well. SWB further increases if 
young adults enter a union with a partner and again if they marry. These 
effects cannot be explained by selection on individual time-invariant 
characteristics or on well-being because we modeled temporal changes 
within individuals. 
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Our findings are in line with previous studies about marriage effects. 
Nevertheless, the additional effects of dating, cohabiting and marriage 
show that the often used distinction between married and never-married 
people does not do justice to the heterogeneity among the never-married. 
The cumulative effects show that cohabitants’ well-being level is in between 
that of married young adults and young adults who are not in a union, but 
they resemble the married more. Compared to some earlier studies, the 
effect sizes that we observe are relatively large (Haring-Hidore et al., 1985 
and Lucas and Dyrenforth, 2005). 

Several explanations can be put forward for this difference. First, in our 
study married people are compared to singles without a partner, whereas 
in other studies SWB of married young adults is compared to that of the 
unmarried group that consists also of people who are dating or cohabiting 
and who are happier than single people on average. Second, we focus on 
changes within persons rather than on differences between persons. Earlier 
findings of Lucas et al. (2003) show that within-person changes tend to be 
larger than between-person changes. This explains partly why the effect 
sizes of this dataset are larger than previous studies in which within-person 
changes are not distinguished from between-person changes. Third, we 
used a four-item measurement of life satisfaction to measure subjective 
well-being. It can be that people respond more firmly on questions about 
positive moods, such as life satisfaction, than on questions about negative 
moods, such as depression (Marcussen, 2005). Moreover, using a four-item 
scale results in a smaller amount of random error, which makes the score 
more reliable than using only one item. Finally, because we measured the 
time spent in a union, the coefficient of marriage indicates the well-being 
enhancing effect at the start of the marriage. In other studies the level of 
well-being of married people often indicates the average of recently married 
people and those who are married for many years. Because of adaptation, 
this average well-being level is lower than the level at the start. 

A second topic we addressed was the long-term consequence of unions 
for well-being. An adaptation hypothesis was formulated confronting the 
set-point theory and the resources theory. We expected that a combination 
of both theories would best describe the long-term adaptation process. This 
combination would consist of a long-term decline in well-being for people 
who are cohabiting or married, but without a complete return to a baseline 
level of well-being. We find that adaptation does take place, but that it 
takes about a decade before well-being has returned to the level before 
entry into a union. This is a long period, and we therefore regard this as 
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negative evidence for the set-point theory because this theory assumes a 
quick return to a set-point. In addition, we found that young adults who 
have never been in a union, become slightly unhappier over time. As a 
result, even though married young adults might become somewhat less 
happy during their marriage, they still remain happier than they would have 
been if they had remained outside a union. This is an additional reason to 
question the set-point theory. After all, the underlying assumption of this 
model is the stable set-point: The SWB level should not change at all if 
no transition takes place. However, when time is included in the analyses, 
it appears that there is no stable set-point. Assuming a stable set-point, 
as Lucas and Clark (2006) and Zimmermann and Easterlin (2006) have 
done, might therefore be not sufficient to assess the long-term impact of 
relationships. Furthermore, well-being is, apparently, not determined by 
personality and genes only, as the original set-point theory proposed. Life 
events in the relationship domain have a large effect, too. 

Our results also shed light on the debate about the development of marital 
satisfaction. Some researchers state that marital satisfaction shows a U-curve 
that decreases in the first years of marriage, but increases in later years. Other 
researchers conclude that it is a linear decline that might stabilise in the end 
(Vaillant and Vaillant, 1993; Glenn, 1998; VanLaningham, Johnson and 
Amato, 2001). Regardless of the shape of the curve, this research suggests 
that a decline of relationship satisfaction in the first years of marriage and 
cohabitation is likely. This decline in relationship satisfaction may be an 
important explanation for the adaptation effect, for relationship satisfaction 
is closely related to overall well-being (Easterlin, 2006). Unfortunately, it 
was not possible to include relationship quality in this study because it was 
not measured with the same questions each wave. 

Our third aim was to consider relationships in a life course context. 
Parenthood did not change the effects of relationship status or union 
duration. However, becoming a parent increases well-being only for people 
who are in a union. This is in line with research that shows that parents 
without a partner have a lower SWB level than cohabiting and married 
parents (Woo and Raley, 2005). Employed people have a higher SWB 
level. Nevertheless, our expectation that living together would be more 
well-being enhancing for unemployed young adults than for employed 
young adults, was not confirmed. Perhaps it is necessary to measure more 
specific financial resources to reveal an effect, if that does exist. 
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We also paid attention to gender differences. Hardly any differences 
between men and women in the effect of union formation variables on 
well-being were observed, however, with only one exception. The 
adaptation process after union dissolution took longer for women than for 
men. This general lack of gender differences is in line with results from 
other studies measuring global SWB among young adults (Simon, 2002; 
Kamp Dush and Amato, 2005 and Strohschein et al., 2005). 

One of the advantages of the panel study used is that it covers up to 18 
years of young adults’ lives, including detailed information about their 
relationship careers. Nevertheless, a few limitations should be noted. First, 
we assumed that relationship types differ in the availability of resources. 
Unfortunately, specific resources could not be measured adequately in each 
wave of the study. Interesting questions thus remain for future research. 
For example, whether specific resources explain the increase in well-being 
of people who start cohabiting after dating just as well as they explain the 
increase in well-being resulting from marriage after cohabitation. 

The cross-cultural generalizability of our findings is another issue. The 
difference in SWB between cohabitation and marriage is likely to be smaller 
in these Dutch data, than in other nations because the legal differences 
between cohabitation and marriage in the Netherlands are smaller than 
in other countries (Waaldijk, 2005). Unmarried cohabitation is also more 
accepted in the Netherlands, both as a prelude or an alternative for marriage 
(Liefbroer and Fokkema, 2008). Our tests of the differences between these 
relationship types were thus rather conservative and the differences might 
even be larger elsewhere. This is yet to be further explored. 

To conclude, we return to the words of Euripides quoted at the beginning 
of this paper. His statement is in contrast with our findings: Marriage 
and other relationships can be more joyful than painful and thus enhance 
well-being. Moreover, with increasing commitment, this enhancement is 
larger. This joy of being in a union is also likely to last for many years, 
for on average people who are living together with a partner will remain 
happier than those living without. In order to do justice to Euripides, we 
should mention that he seemed to have understood the value of committed 
relationships, at least partially, after all, for he quoted in Antigone that 
“Man’s best possession is a sympathetic wife”. 



Is marriage more than cohabitation? Well-being 5. 
differences in 30 European countries7 

Abstract
The study aims, first, to assess whether there is a gap in well-being between 
unmarried cohabitants and the married. Second, whether selection factors can 
explain this so-called cohabitation gap. Third, whether the size of the cohabitation 
gap differs across countries and how this can be explained. We use pooled 
data from young adults (18-44) of three rounds of the European Social Survey 
(N ≈ 31,500). Multilevel regression analyses show that there is a moderate 
cohabitation gap that can be partly explained with the selection factors material 
resources and religiosity. Country differences were clear and could be explained 
with the level of institutionalization: In countries where cohabitation is more 
accepted and more prevalent, the cohabitation gap is smaller. 

Introduction5.1. 

That marriage enhances well-being, has consistently been found in research 
(Coombs, 1991; Waite, 2000 and Wilson and Oswald, 2005). In this research, 
the married are typically compared to the unmarried. However, nowadays 
the unmarried group includes many cohabitants with a marriage-like living 
arrangement and the married group includes many ex-cohabitants. 

Previous studies do not clearly show whether being in unmarried 
cohabitation (referred to as cohabitation) has the same well-being benefits 
as being married: Some studies found a large difference between the union 
types, with spouses being happier than cohabitants (Horwitz and White, 
1998 and Brown, 2000), but in other studies no difference was found (Ross, 
1995 and Musick and Bumpass, 2006). We call the difference in well-being 
between cohabiting and married groups the cohabitation gap. Our first aim 
is to examine whether there is a cohabitation gap in Europe. Please note 
that we refer to a subjective general evaluation of well-being.

7 This article is accepted for publication in the Journal of Marriage and Family. A previous version 
of this paper is presented at the European Congress of Family Science, Vienna, 2008 and the ESS 
Workshop organized by Data Archiving and Networked Services institute (DANS) of the Royal 
Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences in The Hague, The Netherlands, 2008.
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Our second aim is to examine which and to what extent selection factors 
explain the cohabitation gap. Little is known about the factors that explain 
differences between cohabitation and marriage, if they exist. One possibility 
is that marriage has certain characteristics that living together unmarried 
does not have and that enhance well-being. The explanatory factors would 
then stem from the union type itself. Another possibility is that people who 
choose cohabitation differ from those who choose marriage. If a certain 
individual characteristic is negatively related to well-being and among 
cohabitants there is a larger proportion with this characteristic than among 
the married, the average well-being level of cohabitants will be lower. This 
is our selection hypothesis. If selection factors explain the cohabitation 
gap, the gap would be spurious. 

Thirdly, it is likely that marriage and cohabitation have different 
consequences for well-being in different countries because cohabitation 
is not institutionalised to the same degree in all countries (Liefbroer and 
Dourleijn, 2006 and Wagner and Weiss, 2006). Research on cross-national 
differences is scarce, however. Our third aim is therefore to examine and 
explain country differences in the size of the cohabitation gap. We expect 
that the gap is smaller, or even inexistent, in countries where cohabitation 
is more common and more accepted. This is our institutionalization 
hypothesis. 

To test the hypotheses, data are used from young adults from three rounds 
of the European Social Survey. As will be discussed later, this is a recent 
large scale survey in 30 European countries where cohabitation is prevalent 
and accepted in varying degrees. 

Theoretical background5.2. 

On the one hand it can be expected that the well-being benefits of marriage 
and cohabitation are similar because popular explanations for the higher 
well-being of the married may be true for cohabitants as well. These 
explanations are that married people have more material resources, an 
improved health and receive more social provisions than the unmarried 
(Stack and Eshleman, 1998; Waite and Gallagher, 2000 and Wilson and 
Oswald, 2005). Because cohabitants have a living situation that is very 
much like that of the married –they also share a household and have a 
committed relationship– these arguments may apply to cohabitants as 
well.
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On the other hand, several differences are found between the union types. 
For example, cohabitants are less likely to own a house, prefer an equal 
division of tasks and have different expectations concerning fertility 
(Rindfuss and VandenHeuvel, 1990). Perhaps more important is that 
cohabitants are less committed to their relationship and have more conflicts 
(Nock, 1995 and Marcussen, 2005). Consequently, cohabitants report a 
lower relationship quality than spouses, which may result in a lower level 
of well-being (Brown and Booth, 1996). A cohabitation gap is thus likely. 

Selection factors
If there is a cohabitation gap indeed, it is important to examine why 
married people are happier than cohabitants. There are two possible 
explanations for this. The first possibility is that endogenous factors related 
to the relationship type itself, such as the amount of conflict, explain the 
different consequences for well-being. In that case there would be a ‘true’ 
cohabitation gap. Secondly, selection can be at play: Cohabitants might 
differ from those who are married, already before they enter a certain union 
type. If selection factors explain the well-being difference between marriage 
and cohabitation, the gap in well-being would be spurious. Selection into 
a certain union type means that there is a factor that enhances the level of 
well-being as well as the odds to choose one union type over the other. 

It is important to know to what extent selection factors explain the 
cohabitation gap because if the gap appears to be spurious, there would 
be no fundamental difference between marriage and cohabitation. We 
expect that selection factors explain part of the cohabitation gap; this is our 
selection hypothesis. We examine three possible selection factors: Material 
resources, sociocultural factors and life course transitions. 

The availability of material resources is the first potential selection 
factor. Having material resources enhances well-being (Kahneman, 1999) 
because it enables need fulfillment. Cohabitants and the married may 
be expected to have similar amounts of material resources because both 
groups have the economies-of-scale advantage. However, differences in 
economic status partly explain why cohabitants are more depressed than 
the married (Marcussen, 2005). This seems foremost a selection process: 
The likelihood to marry rather than to cohabit increases if people have 
higher earnings (Oppenheimer, 2003 and Smock et al., 2005). For the 
causally reversed effect –the effect of union type on income– no evidence 
is found yet (Verbakel and de Graaf, 2008).
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Another factor that is strongly related to the availability of material 
resources, and to both union type and well-being is the level of education. 
Higher educated people are generally richer and happier than lower 
educated people (Ross and Willigen, 1997). If these higher educated people 
would be more likely to marry, the level of education would explain part 
of the cohabitation gap. Nevertheless, there seem to be two contradictory 
processes going on. On the one hand, lower educated people are more 
likely to start cohabiting and delay marriage because they lack financial 
resources to get married (Bumpass and Lu, 2000 and Smock et al., 2005). 
Moreover, countries with many people in tertiary education have a higher 
marriage rate (Kalmijn, 2007). Consequently, cohabitants should be lower 
educated than the married. On the other hand, high educated students are 
more likely to enter cohabitation (Thornton, Axinn and Teachman, 1995 
and Manting, 1996). Because of these contradictory effects, it is unclear 
a priori in what direction the selection effect due to the level of education 
will operate.

A second selection factor is religion. The decision to cohabit is embedded 
in a sociocultural context. For long, there exist strong norms against 
unmarried cohabitation that are related to religious convictions. Church 
members and those who attend church frequently are more likely to marry 
than to cohabit (Manting, 1996 and Kiernan, 2000). In addition, religiosity 
is positively related to well-being (Ellison, 1991 and Hackney and Sanders, 
2003). Thus, a selection effect of religiosity is likely; the married are more 
religious and therefore happier. There may also be an effect of being in 
cohabitation on religiosity, but this is probably smaller (Thornton et al., 
1992).

Life course transitions are a third selection factor because they are related 
to both union type and well-being, and may lead to differences between 
married and cohabiting people. Examples are divorce and parenthood. 
Experiencing a divorce has a large long-lasting negative effect on well-being 
(Lucas, 2005 and Williams and Dunne-Bryant, 2006). If people start a new 
union, their well-being rises, but perhaps not to the level of people who 
never experienced a union dissolution (Williams and Umberson, 2004). 
After divorce, a new union is more likely to be cohabitation (De Graaf 
and Kalmijn, 2003 and De Jong-Gierveld, 2004). Hence, there are more 
divorcees among cohabitants and this might explain why cohabitants have a 
lower average level of well-being than the married. Furthermore, cohabiting 
couples are less likely to have children than married couples, even in 
countries where cohabitation is common (Kiernan, 2004). Unfortunately, 
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inconsistent evidence exists about the consequences of having children for 
well-being so that this is not a likely selection factor (Evenson and Simon, 
2005 and Woo and Raley, 2005). To be on the safe side, we control for the 
presence of children in our models.

Institutionalisation
The starting point of our approach is that behaviour in the life course is 
embedded in a societal context (Mayer, 2004). Partner relationships are an 
important example in this respect. One important aspect of the context is 
the value climate in a society. This climate differs from country to country; 
societies can be placed on a continuum from traditional to (post)modern 
(Inglehart, 1997 and Arts, Hagenaars and Halman, 2003). This value 
climate may have consequences for individuals because it affects how 
people feel and think about decisions made during the life course, in our 
case the choice between marriage and cohabitation. 

In the case of personal relationships, the value climate is related to the 
degree of institutionalisation of a union type. We refer to institutionali-
sation as the development and strengthening of social norms that define 
people’s behaviour in a social institution (Cherlin, 2004). Cherlin used this 
concept with regard to (re)marriage, but it can be applied to cohabitation as 
well. In most countries marriage is more institutionalised than cohabitation 
(Nock, 1995), which means that norms about marriage are clearer than for 
cohabitation and the institution and behaviour is more accepted. Because 
the value climate is more open to living arrangements in modern countries, 
cohabitation is more institutionalised in modern countries and less in 
traditional countries. 

Diener, Gohm, Suh and Oishi (2000), and Stack and Eshleman (1998) 
found that the beneficial effects of marriage were similar worldwide, but 
that the well-being gap between cohabitants and the married differed from 
country to country. It is thus worthwhile to pay attention to cross-national 
comparisons. That the well-being gap differed across countries is not 
surprising, considering that there are substantial differences between 
countries with respect to the degree of institutionalisation of cohabitation 
that are likely to affect well-being of cohabiting and married people. In this 
paper, we will use two indicators of institutionalization: The prevalence of 
the behavior and to what extent it is accepted.

Countries differ in the proportion of cohabitants, even though in most 
European countries a substantial part cohabits. France and the Nordic 
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countries have relatively small proportions of married people and high 
proportions of cohabitants. Here, a relatively large proportion of cohabitants 
does not convert their relationship into marriage. By contrast, in the 
eastern and southern European countries, relatively many marry directly 
without cohabitation. In these countries, cohabitation is widespread, but 
most cohabitants have the intention to marry afterwards (Hoem, Kostova, 
Jasilioniene and Muresan, 2008). Western European countries have 
intermediate levels of cohabitation and marriage (Kiernan, 2000, 2004 and 
Kalmijn, 2007). 

There are also cross-national differences with regard to the acceptance of 
cohabitation. In 35 European countries respondents were asked whether 
they agreed with living together without intending to get married. In all 
countries, the majority agreed with this statement (Liefbroer and Fokkema, 
2008). Nevertheless, differences were larger: In Sweden, Denmark, The 
Netherlands, Flanders, Switzerland, Spain and former eastern-Germany 
only 10% or less disagreed, but in Italy, Cyprus and most East-European 
countries this was about 30%. When asked whether they think premarital 
cohabitation would be a good idea, roughly the same pattern was found. 

Institutionalisation can have direct and indirect effects on well-being. 
First, one possible mechanism is that a low degree of institutionalisation 
leads to disapproval of cohabitants. Approval is a fundamental source of 
well-being (Lindenberg, 2001). Therefore, disapproval may lead to lower 
well-being for cohabitants because it reduces the social support that the 
couple receives, and it can increase feelings of shame and guilt (Jones 
and Kugler, 1993; Berkman, Glass, Brisette and Seeman, 2000 and Orth, 
Berking and Burkhardt, 2009). This results in feelings of depression. 

In the process of institutionalisation, the opinion of cohabitation is likely to 
become more positive because in the interaction with others the meaning 
of behaviour is likely to be re-interpreted (Blumer, 1986). As a result, 
cohabitants will receive less disapproval from their social environment. 
Second, a lack of institutionalisation creates uncertainty among cohabitants 
about how to behave and about the future of the relationship (Cherlin, 
2004). This may result in a lower relationship quality (Nock, 1995) and 
accordingly in a lower level of well-being (Kamp Dush and Amato, 2005). 
Third, if cohabitation is less institutionalised, there is likely to be stronger 
selection into cohabitation. Under such conditions, only a selective group 
–for example, people with more liberal attitudes, and who care less for 
social approval– is willing to behave in a disapproved manner (Clarkberg 
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et al., 1995; Brines and Joyner, 1999 and Liefbroer and Dourleijn, 2006). 
Finally, if cohabitation becomes móre institutionalised, cohabitants tend 
to get the same rights as married people, such as tax benefits (Waaldijk, 
2005). Consequently, the union types become more similar in terms of 
legal and material resources. 
As a consequence of these direct and indirect effects, the differences in 
well-being between cohabiting and married individuals are likely to be 
larger in countries where cohabitation is less institutionalised than in 
countries where cohabitation is firmly embedded in society. This is the 
institutionalisation hypothesis.

Method5.3. 

Sample
The data in this study come from the European Social Survey (ESS), a 
repeated cross-sectional survey conducted in 30 European countries that was 
set up to measure social attitudes and values using face-to-face interviews. 
We use the first three rounds: 2002, 2003/2004 and 2005/2006. We exclude 
Turkey and Israel because they are not fully part of Europe, and because 
of substantial differences between these countries and the others, e.g., in 
terms of religion. Some countries only participated in one or two rounds. 
The ESS aims to be representative of the residential population aged 15 
years and above, regardless of their nationality, legal status or citizenship. 
Strict guidelines are used to obtain a dataset of high methodological and 
theoretical quality. Response rates vary between 34 and 80%, the average 
is 62%. More information about the ESS is available at www.europeanso-
cialsurvey.org. 

For the current analyses, we select respondents aged 18 to 44, who were 
either married or cohabiting, and who had a heterosexual relationship. 
Older respondents are excluded because cohabitation is very rare among 
them. Homosexual respondents (n = 401) are excluded because it is 
unclear whether the same factors explain well-being in heterosexual and 
homosexual couples. We also have excluded 922 respondents with a 
missing value on the dependent or one of the independent variables. On the 
most important variables union type and well-being only 1.4, respectively 
.06% of the scores are missing. A final sample of N = 31,465 remains. The 
sample size per country varies between 168 (Iceland) and 1,914 (Germany), 
with an average of 1,049 (see Table 5.1). The number of cohabitants varies 
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between 19 in Cyprus and 833 in Sweden. The average number per country 
is 248.

Dependent variable: Well-being
Our outcome variable well-being is the mean of the answers on two questions 
about well-being: (a) ‘All things considered, how satisfied are you with 
your life as a whole nowadays?’ (b) ‘Taking all things together, how happy 
would you say you are?’ Answers on both questions could range from (0) 
‘extremely dissatisfied/unhappy’ to (10) ‘extremely satisfied/happy’. The 
correlation between the questions is .66-.67 in the three ESS rounds. 

Individual level predictors
Union type. The dummy variable cohabitation indicates the union type. 
It is coded 0 for married people and 1 for unmarried cohabitants. A 
question about marital status measures marriage. Only respondents who 
were married ánd living with their spouse, 99% of the married, are coded 
as married. Cohabitants are defined with two questions: (a) ‘Are you 
currently living with a partner?’; (b) ‘What relationship is the person in 
your household to you?’. Never-married, separated, widowed or divorced 
respondents living with a partner are coded as cohabitant. In ESS round 3 
and in some countries in rounds 1 and 2, civil partnership has been added 
as marital status category. It is also coded as cohabitation because legally it 
differs from marriage. Further, from other cohabitants it was also unknown 
whether they had a formal contract.   

Material resources. To measure the availability of material resources, we 
use three variables: Employment status, income and level of education. The 
variable employment status consists of three dummy variables: Neither 
the respondent nor the partner is employed (no job; 0 = no, 1 = yes), one 
partner is employed (reference), and both partners have a job (both job; 0 
= no, 1 = yes). To measure income, it was asked ‘If you add up the income 
from all sources, which letter describes your household’s total net monthly 
income?’ These letters referred to 12 income categories. We construct a 
continuous variable by taking the means of the categories. The income 
variable is standardised for each country and year because of differences 
between countries in the used categories and in purchasing power. 
Unfortunately, there are many missings on this variable. All missing values 
are coded to the mean income in each country. To control for selectivity 
among respondents with a missing value, we add a dummy variable for 
missing income. The third material resource is the level of education: A 
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continuous variable indicating the number of years of completed full-time 
education.

Religiosity. Religiosity is measured with a scale of three questions. The first 
question sounds: ‘Regardless of whether you belong to a particular religion, 
how religious would you say you are?’ The answers ranged from (0) ‘not 
at all religious’ to (10) ‘very religious’. The second question is: ‘Apart 
from special occasions such as weddings and funerals, about how often 
do you attend religious services nowadays?’ The third question sounds: 
‘Apart from when you are at religious services, how often, if at all, do you 
pray?’ On these latter questions, answers range from (1) ‘every day’ to (7) 
‘never’. All three items are coded in a similar direction and standardised. 
They form a reliable scale: α = .81 in all ESS rounds. 

Life course variables. The dummy variable previous marital dissolution 
measures whether the respondent has ever experienced a legal divorce or 
the death of a spouse (0 = no, 1 = yes). Note that our young adult sample 
contains very few widows (one%), so that this variable mostly pertains 
to divorcees. The second life course variable parenthood is coded 1 if the 
respondent was living with children at home and 0 if otherwise.

Control variables. Age is included as a control variable because –due to 
cohort and life course effects– cohabitants are much younger than married 
respondents. We cenred age around 18 because there are no respondents 
included younger than 18 years, and now the constant refers to the 
well-being level of someone aged 18. We also include ESS round 1 and 2 
to account for possible differences in well-being across the three surveys; 
ESS round 3 is the reference category. We cannot infer trends from the 
effects of ESS round since the time period between the three waves is 
rather short (four years at best). Finally, gender is included as a control 
variable (0 = male, 1 = female).

Country level predictors
Institutionalisation of cohabitation. The degree of institutionalisation 
of cohabitation is indicated with two measures. The first measure is the 
proportion of adults in a country who are currently cohabiting or who 
have ever cohabited. This proportion is calculated for each round in each 
country. We take the average score of the rounds. The second variable is 
the perceived attitude towards cohabitation. This is asked with the question 
‘How much do you approve or disapprove if a man/women lives with a 
partner without being married to her/him?’. Answers range from (1) 
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‘strongly disapprove’ to (5) ‘strongly approve’. We recode refusals and 
‘don’t know’-answers to missing. This question is obtained from round 3 
(it was not asked in rounds 1 and 2). Greece, Iceland, Italy, Luxembourg 
and the Czech Republic did not participate in round 3. Their attitude scores 
are predicted with a regression analysis with the proportion cohabitants as 
predictor. A preliminary analysis (not presented) with a dummy indicating 
whether the attitude score was imputed showed that this imputation did 
not change the effects. In the final step, both measures are standardised, 
and the average is calculated. This average score is used as the degree of 
institutionalisation. Note that both measures are calculated for the full age 
range and all marital status categories in the ESS data.

Control variable. The wealth of a country is included as a country level 
control variable because it is strongly related to well-being (Hagerty and 
Veenhoven, 2003). It is measured with the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
per capita in Purchasing Power Standards (PPS) in the year of data collection 
(retrieved from International Monetary Fund, 2008). We take the average 
GDP over the years in which the country participated and standardise it.

Analysis
We estimate several multilevel regression models with random intercepts 
and slopes. We use individuals and countries as levels, and we include 
cross-level interactions. One of the main advantages of multilevel analysis 
is that it allows taking into account the dependency of the observations 
between respondents from the same country. This means that the standard 
errors of macro level effects and cross-level interaction effects, that would 
be underestimated in an OLS regression, are now estimated correctly. 
Furthermore, the model can be used to assess to what extent the effect 
of cohabitation varies significantly across countries, and to what extent 
the variance in this effect can be explained by individual and macro level 
variables. 

Model 1 consists of the variable cohabitation, and the control variables 
ESS round, age and gender. This model addresses our first aim: Examining 
whether there is a cohabitation gap. This model includes a random effect 
of cohabitation to assess if the cohabitation gap varies across countries. In 
preliminary models, we added a dummy indicating whether married people 
had cohabited before. Because there was no significant difference between 
the married who did and did not cohabit before marriage, we decided to 
leave this variable out. In Model 2 the individual selection factors income, 
level of education, employment, religiosity, previous marital dissolution 
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and parenthood, and the control variable income missing are added. We 
also include a curvilinear effect of the level of education in the analysis 
because according to the literature lowest and highest educated are most 
likely to enter cohabitation. This model addresses two aims: (a) examining 
to what extent individual selection factors explain the cohabitation gap, 
and (b) examining to what extent the variance in the cohabitation gap 
across countries can be explained by selection factors. In Model 3, main 
effects of country level variables are added, together with the interaction 
between cohabitation and institutionalisation. This model examines if the 
cohabitation gap depends on the degree of institutionalisation. In the final 
Model 4, we add the interaction between GDP and cohabitation to examine 
other cross-level effects. To estimate the models, the covariance structure 
has been defined as unstructured. 

Results5.4. 

Descriptive statistics
In Table 5.1, we present descriptives for each country of the individual 
variables for married and cohabiting respondents. We observe that in most 
countries, the married have higher levels of well-being than cohabitants. 
In line with our expectations, the magnitude of the gap varies across 
countries. The largest gap is found in Romania: .78 at a scale of 0-10. 
A reversed gap is found in Iceland and a few other countries. When all 
countries are pooled, cohabitants seem happier than married people, but 
this is due to the fact that cohabitants tend to live in countries with high 
levels of happiness. 

From Table 5.1 it becomes clear that, first, there are indeed differences 
between cohabitants and the married with respect to some selection 
factors. In most countries, among married people a larger proportion is 
employed. Income differences are less clear: There are many countries 
where the cohabitants have a higher income than the married, but also 
many countries where the reversed difference is found. There seems to be 
no selection effect related to the level of education either; the number of 
years that the respondents were in education is similar for cohabiting and 
married young adults.

Married and cohabiting respondents do differ with respect to religiosity. 
Married people consider themselves as being more religious than 
cohabitants. They also attend church and pray more often. The difference 
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in religiosity of married and cohabiting respondents varies across countries. 
For instance, in Ireland the mean church attendance score is 2.77 for 
cohabitants and 3.76 for the married, which is the largest difference found. 
On the other extreme, in the Ukraine, the difference in church attendance 
scores is only .02 (2.89-2.87).

The percentage respondents who have experienced marital dissolution 
previously is larger among cohabitants in all countries, except Iceland. 
The percentage of married parents is about 85%, but among cohabitants 
it fluctuates between 10.5 and 65.7%, and is thus much lower. There are 
clearly composition differences with respect to these life course variables.

There are also notable differences between countries with respect to the 
degree of institutionalisation (see Table 5.2). In Italy only 11% of the 
young adults who are currently living together is cohabiting, in contrast 
to 62% in Iceland. The mean proportion is 31%. Moreover, the attitude 
towards cohabitation is more positive in some countries than in others. The 
most negative attitudes are found in the Ukraine (2.48), the most positive 
in Denmark (4.49). 

Multilevel regression models
In Model 1 (Table 5.3) the variable cohabitation is included together with 
the control variables ESS round, age and gender. The model also includes 
a random intercept for country and a random slope for the cohabitation 
effect. The results show that married young adults are on average .28 (scale 
0-10) happier than cohabitants, when taking into account that respondents 
are nested within countries. This is an effect size of .16 ( = .28 / SD(Y), 
with SD(Y) = 1.80), which is a small to moderate effect (Rosenthal et al., 
2000). The parameter for the random slope for cohabitation shows that the 
cohabitation coefficient varies significantly across countries, between -.14 
to -.42. This implies that there are country differences in the cohabitation 
gap. Hence, our first research question about the existence of a cohabitation 
gap can be answered positively, although the cohabitation gap is not that 
large, and there are clear differences between countries. This is a unique 
finding and suggests that caution is called for when comparing studies on 
relationship effects conducted in different countries. 

In Model 2, the individual selection variables are added. Adding these 
variables reduces the cohabitation effect with approximately 30% to -.19 
(effect size .11). This finding implies that individual selection factors 
explain about one-third of the cohabitation gap. Our selection hypothesis 
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is thus partly confirmed. All material resource variables are associated 
with well-being: The well-being level of respondents in couples with a 
single earner is .21 higher than in couples with two unemployed partners, 
but .08 lower than respondents in dual earner couples. Level of education 
is related to an increase in well-being of .10 for each additional year of 
education; the curvilinear effect was also significant, but very small (.002). 
In addition, an increase of one standard deviation in income is related to an 
increase in well-being of .20. People who answered the income question are 
slightly happier than those who did not, but, as appeared from an additional 
analysis (not presented), this did not interact with the cohabitation effect. 
Further, religiosity and parenthood are positively related to well-being 
(.14 and .08), but having experienced marital dissolution negatively (-.18). 
When the selection variables are added one by one analyses (not presented) 
show that the reduction of the cohabitation effect is not due to one specific 
selection variable. Religiosity and employment have the largest impact on 
the reduction. Further, although cohabiting and married respondents differ 
with respect to the life course variables, this composition difference does 
not solely explain the well-being gap. 

That there remains a small cohabitation gap even after controlling for 
selection factors suggests that the gap is not entirely spurious. This is an 
important finding because it implies that marriage adds something more 
to well-being than simply living together. The small decline in variation 
across countries in the cohabitation effect (11%) suggests that individual 
selection factors explain only a small part of the country differences in the 
cohabitation gap. 

In Model 3 the country variables and the cross-level interaction between 
the degree of institutionalisation and cohabitation are added to the previous 
model. The cross-level interaction effect with institutionalisation is .07 and 
statistically significant. This confirms our institutionalisation hypothesis. 
In countries where cohabitation is more institutionalised, the well-being 
gap between these union types becomes smaller. The variance between 
countries with respect the cohabitation gap has now decreased to .09. This 
is a decrease of about 40% compared to the variance in Model 2. Hence, 
institutionalisation and not composition differences explain a substantial 
part of the country differences in the cohabitation gap. This is clearly an 
interesting finding regarding future societal developments in the family 
domain. In the final model (Model 4), the interaction effect between GDP 
and cohabitation is added. This significant interaction shows that in richer 
countries, the cohabitation gap is somewhat larger (.06). It also appears 
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that GDP suppresses the interaction effect of institutionalisation, for this 
coefficient increases to .10.

Although the interaction effect with the degree of institutionalisation 
is significant, the question remains what the impact of the effect is. To 
evaluate this, we must consider the variation in the institutionalisation 
scores; they vary between -1.33 and 2.30. With this range we can predict 
the effect of institutionalisation on the cohabitation gap in the two most 
extreme countries (-.20 + .10 * institutionalisation score). Doing these 
calculations shows that the cohabitation gap ranges from .03 (effect size 
.02) in the most institutionalised country to -.33 (effect size .19) in the 
least institutionalised country. This is a considerable range. Hence, in the 
least institutionalised country, there is a moderate cohabitation gap, even 
after controlling for selection factors, whereas in the most institutionalised 
country, there is no gap at all.

The interaction effect is shown in Figure 5.1. In this figure the institutionali-
sation score and the well-being difference between married and cohabiting 
people that is found in the data are plotted for each country. In line with our 
models, it can be seen that in Italy and some eastern-European countries 
such as Romania, Ukraine, Bulgaria, cohabitation is not institutionalised, 
and married people are indeed much happier. In the Nordic countries 
Sweden and Denmark cohabitation is more institutionalised, and the 
well-being gap is smaller. 

Discussion5.5. 

It has often been observed that marriage enhances well-being. The 
evidence about the well-being enhancing effects of unmarried cohabitation 
is inconsistent, however. In this paper, we examined whether there exists a 
well-being gap between cohabiting and married people in Europe, whether 
there are differences between countries in the size of this gap, and whether 
individual selection factors and the institutional context of cohabitation 
can explain this gap. 

First, we considered the cohabitation gap itself. The multilevel regression 
models showed that married young adults have a higher level of well-being, 
even if individual selection factors, such as material resources and 
religiosity, are controlled for. This suggests that the gap is not spurious. 
The union type cohabitation is different from marriage despite their similar 
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Country GDP ($)a % Ever cohabit Attitude
Austria 33,207 26.1 3.47
Belgium 30,799 29.3 3.88
Bulgaria 10,294 18.1 2.96
Switzerland 35,322 43.4 3.38
Cyprus 25,828 19.0 3.06
Czech Rep. 18,019 25.2 3.28
Germany 29,780 36.3 3.22
Denmark 32,437 60.0 4.49
Estonia 16,638 37.2 2.83
Spain 26,368 17.0 3.55
Finland 29,474 36.0 3.92
France 29,740 42.7 3.55
United Kingdom 30,439 38.3 3.12
Greece 22,389 11.4 2.99
Hungary 15,833 23.1 3.22
Ireland 36,302 17.5 3.01
Iceland 32,592 61.9 4.05
Italy 26,748 10.7 2.97
Luxembourg 62,757 27.3 3.32
Latvia 15,298 39.2 3.12
Netherlands 33,481 38.0 3.94
Norway 45,475 49.2 4.21
Poland 12,754 12.3 3.07
Portugal 19,722 13.3 3.39
Romania 10,426 21.8 2.66
Russian Federation 13,173 23.3 2.74
Sweden 31,301 59.4 3.78
Slovenia 21,990 26.0 3.45
Slovak republic 16,343 13.1 2.85
Ukraine 5,764 20.4 2.48
Total 27,582 31.2 3.42

(10,529) (14.2) (.46)

Table 5.2. Descriptives of unstandardised country variables

a  GDP indicates the mean of GDP per PPS in the ESS rounds in which that
  country participated.



120 Chapter 5

Va
ria

bl
e 

M
od

el
 1

M
od

el
 2

M
od

el
 3

M
od

el
 4

b
(S

D
)

b
(S

D
)

b
(S

D
)

b
(S

D
)

C
on

tro
l v

ar
ia

bl
es

   
  C

oh
ab

ita
tio

n
-.2

8*
**

(.0
4)

-.1
9*

**
(.0

4)
-.2

0*
**

(.0
3)

-.2
0*

**
(.0

3)
   

  E
SS

 ro
un

d 
11  

-.0
2

(.0
2)

-.0
1

(.0
2)

-.0
1

(.0
2)

-.0
1

(.0
2)

   
  E

SS
 ro

un
d 

3
.0

8*
**

(.0
2)

.0
6*

(.0
2)

.0
6*

(.0
2)

.0
6*

(.0
2)

   
  A

ge
 (y

rs
 fr

om
 1

8)
-.0

2*
**

(.0
0)

-.0
3*

**
(.0

0)
-.0

3*
**

(.0
0)

-.0
3*

**
(.0

0)
   

  W
om

en
.0

8*
**

(.0
2)

.1
1*

**
(.0

2)
.1

1*
**

(.0
2)

.1
1*

**
(.0

2)

In
di

vi
du

al
 v

ar
ia

bl
es

   
  E

du
ca

tio
n 

(y
rs

)
.1

0*
**

(.0
1)

.1
0*

**
(.0

1)
.1

0*
**

(.0
1)

   
  E

du
ca

tio
n*

ed
uc

at
io

n
-.0

0*
**

(.0
0)

-.0
0*

**
(.0

0)
-.0

0*
**

(.0
0)

   
  N

o 
jo

b2  
-.2

1*
**

(.0
4)

-.2
1*

**
(.0

4)
-.2

1*
**

(.0
4)

   
  B

ot
h 

jo
b

.0
8*

(.0
4)

.0
8*

(.0
4)

.0
8*

(.0
4)

   
  I

nc
om

e3
.2

0*
**

(.0
1)

.2
0*

**
(.0

1)
.2

0*
**

(.0
1)

   
  I

nc
om

e 
m

is
si

ng
 

.0
9*

**
(.0

3)
.0

9*
**

(.0
3)

.0
9*

**
(.0

3)
   

  R
el

ig
io

si
ty

3  
.1

4*
**

(.0
1)

.1
4*

**
(.0

1)
.1

4*
**

(.0
1)

   
  P

re
vi

ou
s m

ar
ita

l
   

  d
is

so
lu

tio
n

-.1
8*

**
(.0

4)
-.1

8*
**

(.0
4)

-.1
8*

**
(.0

4)

   
  P

ar
en

th
oo

d 
.0

8*
*

(.0
2)

.0
8*

*
(.0

2)
.0

7*
*

(.0
2)

Ta
bl

e 
5.

3.
 M

ul
til

ev
el

 re
gr

es
si

on
 m

od
el

s w
ith

 in
di

vi
du

al
 a

nd
 c

ou
nt

ry
 v

ar
ia

bl
es

 p
re

di
ct

in
g 

w
el

l-b
ei

ng
 (0

 - 
10

) 



121Cohabitation gap in Europe
Va

ria
bl

e 
M

od
el

 1
M

od
el

 2
M

od
el

 3
M

od
el

 4
b

(S
D

)
b

(S
D

)
b

(S
D

)
b

(S
D

)
   

  I
ns

tit
ut

io
na

liz
at

io
n

.4
2*

**
(.1

0)
.4

1*
**

(.1
0)

   
  G

D
P 

.3
8*

**
(.0

9)
.4

0*
**

(.0
9)

In
st

itu
tio

na
liz

at
io

n*
c

oh
ab

ita
tio

n
.0

7*
(.0

3)
.1

0*
*

(.0
4)

G
D

P*
co

ha
bi

ta
tio

n
-.0

6†
(.0

3)
C

on
st

an
t

7.
63

**
*

(.1
7)

6.
75

**
*

(.1
9)

6.
81

**
*

(.1
3)

6.
81

**
*

(.1
3)

R
an

do
m

 e
ffe

ct
 p

ar
am

e-
te

rs
Va

r(
co

ha
bi

ta
tio

n)
.0

19
(.0

11
)

.0
15

(.0
10

)
.0

09
(.0

08
)

.0
07

(.0
07

)
Va

r(
_c

on
st

an
t)

.7
94

(.2
10

)
.7

28
(.1

93
)

.1
91

(.0
54

)
.1

91
(.0

54
)

C
or

r(
co

h,
 c

on
st

an
t)

.0
26

(.0
39

)
.0

26
(.0

35
)

-.0
07

(.0
17

)
-.0

11
(.0

16
)

Va
r(

re
si

du
al

)
2.

68
(.0

21
)

2.
59

(.0
21

)
2.

59
(.0

21
)

2.
59

(.0
21

)
1 

  E
SS

 ro
un

d 
2 

is
 th

e 
re

fe
re

nc
e 

ca
te

go
ry

.
2 

   
O

ne
 p

ar
tn

er
 h

as
 a

 jo
b 

is
 th

e 
re

fe
re

nc
e 

ca
te

go
ry

.
3 

   
Sc

or
es

 a
re

 st
an

da
rd

iz
ed

.
N

ot
e:

 N
 =

 3
1,

46
5.

**
* 

p≤
.0

01
; *

* 
p≤

.0
1;

 *
 p

≤.
05

; †
 p

≤ 
.1

0.



122 Chapter 5

living arrangements. Nevertheless, people benefit only somewhat more 
from marriage than from cohabitation in terms of well-being, even though 
there are clear differences between the two union types, and the people that 
chose it. 

Individual selection variables explain about one-third of the gap. Our 
selection hypothesis is thus partly confirmed: Part of the well-being 
difference between cohabiting and married people can be explained with 
differences in the composition of cohabiting and married groups. These 
differences are largely based on employment and religiosity: Cohabiting 
people are less likely to be employed and they are less religious, that is 
why they are unhappier. The role of other material resources and life course 
factors for understanding the cohabitation gap is less clear. 

The selection factors we measured do not explain the whole cohabitation 
gap. Several explanations are possible for the remaining gap. First, the 
selection factors may not have been measured adequately enough. Most 
selection factors were measured with more than one indicator, but it 
remains possible that additional measures would improve the explanation. 
Second, other selection factors than those measured here might play a role. 
A third possibility is that the cohabitation effect is causal. If this is true, 
endogenous aspects of a cohabitation union should be able to explain the 
remaining gap. One factor mentioned as explanation for the well-being 
gap between cohabiting and married people, is that the relationship quality 
of cohabiting unions is lower than that of married unions, to a large part 
because cohabitants are less committed to their relationship and have 
more conflict (Marcussen, 2005). Moreover, married people invest more 
in their relationship and have a larger time horizon. Therefore, they are 
more satisfied with their relationship (Waite and Joyner, 2001). Measures 
of commitment of married and cohabiting people were not included in the 
ESS or any other large, multinational survey, but examining this could be 
worthwhile. 

Besides the existence of the cohabitation gap and its explanation, we 
examined country differences because it is yet unknown to what extent 
findings on cohabitation and marriage are comparable among countries. 
Moreover, there are large differences within Europe in the proportion and 
acceptance of cohabiting couples. We expected that such differences would 
have consequences for cohabitation gap’s size. Indeed, we have found that 
there is a considerable amount of variation in the cohabitation gap. In some 
countries the gap is even reversed, with cohabitants being happier than 
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married persons. Relationship effects are thus not as universal as assumed 
(Diener et al., 2000). 

To explain this variation across countries, we formulated the institutio-
nalisation hypothesis: The size of the cohabitation gap is negatively related 
to the level of institutionalisation of cohabitation, defined by the attitude 
towards cohabitation and the prevalence of cohabitation. Reasoning for 
this hypothesis was that if cohabitation is more institutionalised, there 
would be less selection into cohabitation –the married and cohabitants 
will be more alike– and cohabitants will receive less social disapproval 
from family, friends and acquaintances. In line with this expectation, we 
found that in countries where cohabitation is firmly embedded in norms 
and behaviour of the society, the cohabitation gap is almost inexistent. 
In countries where cohabitation is less institutionalised, such as Italy or 
Ukraine, the cohabitation gap can be considerable (-.33). This shows that 
it is important to take country characteristics into account when comparing 
studies conducted in different countries or when generalizing findings of 
research on relationships and well-being to other countries. 

The findings suggest also two more general conclusions. We show that the 
consequences of a couple’s choice to live together out of wedlock depend 
on the degree of institutionalisation of cohabitation. One of the main 
underlying arguments for this is that normative disapproval of a certain 
behaviour can lead to a decline in well-being for people who engage in that 
behaviour. Disapproval can lead to feelings of guilt and shame, which may 
translate into feeling depressed. In addition, disapproval may reduce the 
amount of received social support (Jones and Kugler, 1993 and Berkman 
et al., 2000; Orth et al., 2009). These theoretical mechanisms can be 
generalized to other choices that people make in their lives. For example, 
divorcing or remaining childless may lead to a greater decline in well-being 
in societies where such choices are not accepted. Our finding is just one 
example of such a general effect, and in that sense, it is a further illustration 
of the embeddedness of the life course in its national and historical setting 
(Mayer, 2004).

A second general point that our paper suggests is that the value climate in 
a society has direct implications for individual well-being. There has been 
much research on macro-level changes and differences in value climates 
over the past decades. These studies generally suggest that there are large 
differences among societies in their value climate; societies can be placed 
on a continuum from traditional to (post)modern (Inglehart, 1997 and Arts 
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et al., 2003). Although these differences are indeed striking, it has less 
often been examined whether such differences have consequences for 
individuals. Our paper shows that the difference between a traditional and 
a modern value climate, of which attitudes to cohabitation are one example, 
have implications on individual well-being. 
An unexpected finding was that the interaction effect of institutionali-
sation and cohabitation seems to be suppressed by an interaction of GDP 
and cohabitation. We did not expect this beforehand, but perhaps that the 
union type is of greater importance in richer countries. There could be 
some kind of threshold effect: Union type matters more if people have a 
certain standard of living. When people are doing well financially, material 
resources may be valued relatively less, whereas nonmaterial resources, 
such as status and commitment may become relatively more important 
(Inglehart, 1997). Further, richer countries usually have a higher level 
of social security; partners are therefore less financially dependent on 
each other. The symbolic and psychological meaning of marriage might 
be larger in these richer countries, and differences between marriage and 
cohabitation might become more pronounced. 

Our institutionalisation hypothesis is tested by comparing countries at one 
point in time so that we cannot examine the impact of historical changes. 
Nevertheless, we expect that in countries inside and outside Europe where 
cohabitation is not yet institutionalised, the cohabitation gap may be 
reduced in the coming decades if the influence of religion decreases, and 
cohabitation becomes more accepted and more prevalent. For example, also 
in the United States, the proportion of cohabitants has increased rapidly in 
the foregoing decades. Nowadays, the majority of married young adults in 
the US started their union as cohabitant (Bumpass and Lu, 2000 and Smock 
and Manning, 2004). Moreover, the attitude towards cohabitation in the 
US has become increasingly positive, although there still are strong voices 
against it (Thornton and Young-DeMarco, 2001). It would be interesting to 
see if the cohabitation gap in the United States indeed declines over time. 

It should be noted that there may be a considerable amount of variation in 
the well-being levels of the cohabiting and the married groups. Cohabitants 
with marriage plans are likely to anticipate marriage, and their well-being 
level may already increase before the actual wedding (Clark, Diener, 
Georgellis and Lucas, 2008). Therefore, they are likely to be happier than 
cohabitants without marriage plans (Brown, 2004). In addition, people 
who are married for a long time are likely to be unhappier than newly weds 
because of an adaptation process (Lucas et al., 2003). The magnitude of 
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the cohabitation gap thus depends on the duration of the relationship of 
the respondents. If we would have included older adults, the cohabitation 
gap might have been smaller. Related to this is that the well-being benefits 
of cohabitation as a prelude to marriage may differ from the benefits from 
cohabitation as an alternative to marriage. This would be an interesting 
topic for future studies.

One limitation of the data is that in some countries, such as Cyprus, Greece 
or Ukraine, the small proportion of cohabitants in the population resulted in 
a small number of cohabiting respondents. We combined multiple surveys 
per country to tackle this problem, but some sample sizes remain small. 
With more cohabitants in each country, the analysis would have had more 
power, and significance of effects would have been easier to detect. Still, 
even with the current design, we found statistically significant cross-level 
interaction effects. 

Another limitation of the ESS dataset is that it is no longitudinal panel study, 
which impedes determining causal direction. We had expected, based on 
previous literature that, for instance, selection into marriage that is based 
on religiosity is more likely than becoming more religious once married. 
However, we could not test this assumption. Furthermore, selection that is 
based on well-being itself could not be ruled out. If people who are happy 
are more likely to marry than to cohabit, or if happier cohabitants marry 
more often, this type of selection would explain part of the cohabitation 
gap. The literature shows some selection of this kind into marriage, but 
little is known about selection into cohabitation (Mastekaasa, 1992, 2006). 
To know more about causality, panel data are needed that oversampled 
cohabitants. No such panel data exist for a large number of countries. 

Finally, it would be interesting to examine legal structures because they 
are part of the institutionalisation process. It could well be that there are 
the least differences in cohabitation and marriage in countries that have 
the least functional, legal differences between cohabitation and marriage. 
Some comparative work of legal rights and duties of married and cohabiting 
people is already done in Europe and the United States (Bowman, 2004 and 
Waaldijk, 2005). It is a very complex task, however: The rights and duties 
of the married differ across countries, consequences for cohabitants depend 
on the contract that they might have, and to make a fair comparison, laws 
should be weighted according to their practical impact. We also expect 
that changes in societal attitudes and behaviour result in legal changes: In 
countries with a positive attitude towards cohabitation and a high prevalence 
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of cohabitation, ‘marital’ rights are given to cohabitants, as happened in the 
Nordic countries and the Netherlands. A start has been made to examine 
country differences with respect to cohabitation, but more knowledge is 
needed to fully explain the consequences of this newly developed union 
type that already has acquired an important place in most societies. 





Conclusion and discussion6. 

 Research questions6.1. 

Many psychologists, sociologists, economists and other researchers have 
been concerned with questions about well-being and how well-being can be 
achieved and explained. Life course transitions have been shown to have a 
large impact on well-being. Young adulthood is a life stage in which these 
transitions occur frequently as the step from adolescent to adult involves 
several transitions in the educational, work, housing and family domains. 
Transitions in this latter domain, such as marriage, are found to have a 
particularly large impact on well-being (Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004). 

A substantial body of research has addressed the effects of relationship 
transitions on well-being, but many changes have taken place within the 
family domain since the 1960s (see section 1.4). Major developments in the 
family domain are a decreasing marriage rate, postponement of marriage 
and parenthood, a rising divorce rate and an increasing variety of alternative 
relationship types, unmarried cohabitation being the most common. 
The group of unmarried people has thus become more heterogeneous 
and the path to adulthood more complex. New studies are needed about 
the consequences of relationship transitions on well-being that take this 
diversity and complexity into account. 

The aim of this dissertation was to gain more knowledge about the 
development of subjective well-being (SWB) in young adulthood in general 
and more in particular about the consequences of relationship transitions in 
young adulthood for well-being. To do so, a dynamic life course perspective 
was used, and attention was paid to concurrent transitions inside and outside 
the family domain. Four specific research questions were addressed:

How does the individual level of well-being develop during the course 1. 
of young adulthood? (6.2.1)
What are the effects of transitions in the relationship domain on 2. 
well-being? (6.2.2)
Which factors explain the effects of transitions in the relationship 3. 
domain on well-being? (6.2.3)
What is the influence of the national context on the effects of relationship 4. 
on well-being? (6.2.4)



130 Chapter 6

We drew on the revised set-point theory and the conservation of resources 
theory to answer these questions. The most important assumption of the 
set-point theory (Headey and Wearing, 1989; see section 1.6; Diener et 
al., 2006 and Headey, 2006) is that well-being is largely determined by 
personality and that only temporary changes in the level of SWB are 
possible. Due to adaptation processes, the level of well-being returns 
quickly and completely to a certain stable set-point. We used this theory 
to deduce hypotheses about the development of well-being over young 
adulthood and about the long-term effects of relationship transitions.

The conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 1989; 2002; see section 
1.6) assumes that changes in the availability of resources are reflected in 
changes in the level of SWB. Resources refers to everything that contributes 
to someone’s well-being, or that enables someone to gain valuable 
other resources. Resource loss or gain results in a decline or increase in 
well-being respectively. People therefore try to gain resources and prevent 
loss of resources. This theory is used to explain why being in a relationship 
enhances well-being: The partner can be an important resource provider, 
enabling the other to gain additional resources. 

To answer the research questions, we have used data from two surveys: 
The Panel Study on Social Integration in the Netherlands (PSIN) and the 
European Social Survey (ESS). The PSIN consists of longitudinal career 
data of young adults born in 1961, 1965 or 1969. We used five waves, 
collected between 1987 and 2005 (see section 1.8), containing valuable 
information about individual careers in the family and work domains and 
about well-being. The ESS consists of three waves of cross-sectional data 
from 30 European countries.
 
In the next section we will summarise and discuss the main findings 
pertaining to each question. In section 6.3, we will evaluate our theoretical 
framework, and our main conclusions will be presented in section 6.4. 
Finally, some limitations of this research are discussed and suggestions for 
further research are given (section 6.5). 
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The development of well-being6.2. 

Before paying specific attention to relationship transitions and their effect 
on well-being, we examined how well-being develops during the course of 
young adulthood. The first research question was: 

How does the indivdual subjective level of well-being develop during the 
course of young adulthood?

Several theories, such as the set-point theory, assume that well-being is 
very stable and that long-term change is impossible because well-being 
is largely determined by unchangeable genes and personality (Lykken, 
2000). However, previous research has not consistently supported this 
view (Fujita and Diener, 2005 and Lucas, 2007). In addition, little attention 
has been paid to individual variation in well-being patterns. More research 
was therefore needed to examine individual long-term development in 
well-being during the course of young adulthood. 

Summary of findings
To answer this research question, we examined in chapter 2 the development 
of individual well-being over an 18-year period. For each individual, two 
aspects were distinguished, viz. the mean level of SWB over the 18-year 
period and the pattern of SWB over this same period. 

Using longitudinal PSIN data, we found substantial differences between 
people with respect to their mean level of well-being. Next, we defined six 
different template patterns on the basis of the set-point theory, the resources 
theory and previous research: Stable, increasing, decreasing, U-shaped, 
reversed U-shaped and fluctuating patterns. The SWB patterns of the PSIN 
respondents were compared with these template patterns. On the basis of 
this comparison the respondent was classified into one of the six pattern 
categories. There were clear differences in the young adult population in 
terms of their SWB patterns. We found that about one third of the young 
adults could be categorised as having a stable pattern, which means that 
there were no, or only very small changes in their level of well-being over 
the 18-year period. Among the two third of the respondents who were 
classified as having a changing pattern, the increasing and decreasing 
patterns were most common, and the U-shaped pattern the least common. 

In addition to describing well-being patterns, we paid attention to age-related 
changes in well-being. We found that young adults in the Netherlands 
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and in Europe as a whole become slightly unhappier as they grow older 
(chapters 3 and 5), after controlling for their position in the work and 
family domains. This negative effect of age is in line with previous studies 
(Mroczek and Kolarz, 1998; Chen and Cohen, 2006; Blanchflower and 
Oswald, 2007 and Lelkes, 2008). 

Discussion of findings
The fact that the majority of young adults had a changing SWB pattern and 
that there was no dominant changing pattern implies that there is a large 
variety in individual patterns of well-being. Well-being is likely to change, 
but not necessarily in a specific direction: Some people become happier, 
others unhappier. This presents a more varied picture than the research on 
population patterns of well-being, which found that on average well-being 
increases in the young adult population due to the positive transitions 
young adults experience in the family and work domains (Easterlin, 2006). 
In section 6.3 we will discuss some implications of these findings for the 
set-point theory.

Note also that the results concerning individual patterns and ageing might 
seem to contradict each other because the effect of ageing is negative, but 
the negative SWB pattern was not the most common pattern. This is a 
spurious contradiction because well-being decreases by only .04 each year 
as a result of age. This means that in the 18 years that respondents were 
followed, their well-being decreased by an average of .72 as a result of them 
growing older. However, the median magnitude of change was 2.5 and this 
value is used to define the SWB patterns. This means that respondents with 
an average age-related change in well-being would be classified as having 
a stable pattern, which was indeed the most common pattern found. The 
large difference between the magnitude of the age effect and the magnitude 
of the change in well-being shows that other factors than age, such as life 
events, have a large impact on changes in well-being. This suggests that 
one cannot draw conclusions about long-term developments in well-being 
from the age effect alone. 

Ageing itself is intertwined with personal circumstances (Lelkes, 2008), 
which makes it more difficult to assess the net result of ageing. To assess the 
effect of age, it is necessary to exclude the effects of certain demographic 
factors and transitions, but even after controlling for these factors, the 
effect that you find is probably not only an age effect, but also the result 
of experiencing certain transitions, or the lack of such experiences. For 
example, in chapter 4 we found that the level of well-being of young adults 



133Conclusion and discussion

who are single or dating decreased as they grew older. This confirmed 
our expectations about the negative consequences of a ‘social clock’ 
(Settersten and Hagestad, 1996): i.e., the chances of finding a suitable 
partner decrease with age, which is likely to have a negative effect on 
people’s self-confidence and their well-being. Nevertheless, young adults 
who were in a union also became somewhat unhappier as time passed, but 
this was probably the result of an adaptation effect and not an age effect 
(see section below). 

The effects of relationship transitions on well-being6.3. 

Many transitions occur in young adulthood, but transitions in the 
relationship domain are especially important for the well-being of young 
adults (Erikson, 1950; Blanchflower and Oswald, 2004). Several chapters 
therefore paid attention to our second research question:

What are the effects of transitions in the relationship domain on 
well-being?

In the introductory chapter we discussed the importance of taking the 
diversity of relationships into account among unmarried people because 
this group has become more heterogeneous in recent decades and because 
it is unlikely that only marriage enhances well-being. Therefore, we 
examined the consequences of entering and exiting several relationship 
types: Steady dating, cohabitation and marriage. 

Summary of findings
Firstly, we expected that all types of relationships would enhance 
well-being, and that each step towards increased commitment would result 
in an additional rise in well-being (Ross, 1995; Kamp Dush and Amato, 
2005). Our expectations were confirmed. A more committed relationship 
was indeed related to a higher level of SWB. Single young adults became 
significantly happier when they started a dating relationship. An additional 
increase in well-being was caused by entering cohabitation and again by 
getting married (chapters 3 and 4). In chapter 4, this was shown using 
fixed-effect multilevel models, which examined only within-person 
changes and controlled for time-invariant selection variables. 

A second finding was that the positive effects of entering a union decline 
over the years. It is a slow adaptation effect, which is similar for married 
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and cohabiting young adults. In the case of marriage, the predicted duration 
of adaptation is about 14 years and in the case of cohabitation about 8 
years, in the hypothetical situation that there are no other influences on 
well-being. This means that over an 8- to 14-year period, the well-being 
level of those in a union is higher than the level of those outside a union. 
Even over an 18-year period, the well-being benefits of being in a union 
were therefore visible in the mean SWB level and the pattern of SWB, as 
shown in chapter 2. We found that young adults in a union have a higher 
average level of well-being, and that it did not matter whether they started 
the union during the period of observation of the panel study, or whether 
they were already in a union when the study started. Furthermore, young 
adults who start a union were found to be more likely to have an increasing 
SWB pattern during the course of these 18 years. Similarly, those who 
experienced a union dissolution were more likely to have a decreasing 
pattern.

Thirdly, we can conclude from the results in chapter 5 about differences 
between cohabitants and married couples in Europe that married people 
are happier than cohabiting people in most European countries, although 
the difference between these union types is rather small on average (.28 on 
a 10-point scale). The differences between the two union types are bigger 
in countries where cohabitation is less institutionalised, i.e. where it is less 
accepted and less common. This is further discussed in section 6.5. 
Finally, we found that union dissolution has major negative consequences 
for SWB, as shown in all models. The negative effects of union dissolution 
on well-being are larger than the positive effects of entering a union, 
in particular shortly after the break-up. The negative impact of union 
dissolution therefore partly explains the lower well-being level of singles. 
Luckily for those who experienced union dissolution, entering a second 
or higher order union enhances their well-being again, and this more or 
less compensates for the negative effect of the previous union dissolution. 
Whether the level of well-being of those who remarry is similar to that of 
the continuously married, is unclear. It depends on the extent to which the 
people involved have adapted to the union dissolution and the duration of 
marriage of those who are continuously married (chapter 4). 

Discussion of findings
These findings are in line with those of the few other studies that compare 
different relationship statuses among young adults (Kamp Dush and Amato, 
2005). The differences found between people who are single, dating and 
cohabiting show that it is important to take into account the variety within 
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the unmarried group. They also suggest that the positive effect of marriage 
on well-being, as found in other studies, may be attributed not only to 
being married as such. The enhancing effect of marriage on well-being 
appears to have at least three components: Having a partner, living together 
and the legal commitment. 

Another point is that almost all studies that pay attention to dating focus on 
adolescents or students (Solomon and Knobloch, 2001 and Collins, 2003). 
Our study shows that this type of relationship should not be neglected in 
other young adult groups, especially as the age at which people enter their 
first union is still on the rise and the greater part of young adulthood is 
spent as a single or dating (Liefbroer and Dykstra, 2000). Section 6.4 will 
further explain the differences between the relationship statuses. 

The differences in well-being that we found in the PSIN data were 
relatively large compared with the ESS data and the findings of previous 
studies. For example, the effect size (b/SD(Y)) of the marriage effect on 
well-being was .37 among Dutch young adults in the PSIN data, but only 
.20 among young adults in the European ESS data. One of the reasons for 
the relatively large effect in the PSIN data is that we have compared the 
married with single people and not with the unmarried, which also includes 
dating and cohabiting people. Having a partner and living with a partner 
also enhances well-being; the average level of well-being of the unmarried 
is thus higher than the average level among singles. If the married are 
compared with the unmarried without any controls, the effect size of the 
marriage effect on SWB is .12 instead of .37. The difference in methods 
could be another explanation for the relatively large effects. In the PSIN 
data, a four-item scale was used to measure well-being. In many other 
surveys a one-item question is used. The amount of random error is smaller 
and the reliability is higher when using a scale rather than a single item. A 
third reason for the relatively large effects in the PSIN data could be that 
duration is controlled for in the study in chapter 4, which implies that the 
relationship coefficients found are the effects of relationships on well-being 
at the start of a relationship. Given that there is a certain adaptation effect, 
the effect of marriage on well-being at the start of the marriage is likely 
to be larger than the effect later in marriage, which has been measured 
in other studies. Finally, the association between marriage and well-being 
appears to be relatively strong in the Netherlands compared with other 
countries. In the ESS data, too, a larger effect size (.28) was found for the 
Netherlands than for the average European country (.20).
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It may be questioned, of course, whether entering a relationship affects 
well-being, or whether there is a reverse causal effect: Selection based 
on well-being. As mentioned in the introduction and in several other 
chapters, there is some evidence for this kind of selection in case of people 
marrying after cohabitation, but the effects found are small. To control for 
this selection effect, we examined only the within-person variance in our 
longitudinal analysis in chapter 4. In line with our other results, we found 
an increase in well-being when the respondent moved from one relationship 
status to a relationship status with a higher level of commitment, and a 
decrease after union dissolution. 

In chapter 2 we also found that relationship transitions are related to 
long-term changes in well-being patterns. Moreover, the mean SWB level 
of those who were in a union in the first wave differed from the mean 
level of those who started a union during the study. If selection based 
on well-being was a major explanation for the higher well-being of the 
married and cohabitants, these levels of SWB should have been similar. 
This indicates that selection cannot be the only explanation; there certainly 
is a causal effect of relationships on well-being. Nevertheless, we cannot 
exclude selection entirely, nor the possibility that the magnitude of the 
increase in well-being depends on the initial level of well-being. 
 
In the introductory chapter, we stated that it is better to use a continuum of 
social attachment or commitment rather than simply to use marital status 
to determine the relationship status because the variety in relationship 
types has generally increased in recent decades (Ross, 1995). We therefore 
have categorised respondents by asking them whether they had a partner, 
whether they were living together with a partner and whether they were 
legally married, which are clear definitions. Some other studies use more 
behavioural measurements, such as the number of nights that partners 
spend together (Knab and McLanahan, 2007). These different measures 
are likely to result in different classifications and will, accordingly, lead to 
a large variation in the size of the categories dating and cohabiting because 
cohabitating relationships may differ strongly. Qualitative studies show that 
whereas some cohabitants simply started spending nights at their partner’s 
place out of comfort and just wait and see what will happen with their 
relationship, others buy a house together and plan their marriage (Sassler, 
2004 and Rhoades, Stanley and Markman, 2008). In these situations 
the level of commitment of the partners to the relationship is probably 
different. However, in some studies both types of relationships are both 
classified as cohabitants, but in other studies they are not. Because of this 
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variability in relationship categories it might be better to use a continuous 
score rather than separate statuses. This would do more justice to the true 
status of the relationship. This score could perhaps be constructed by asking 
questions about the commitment towards the relationship, the intention to 
stay together and the relationship quality. 

As a final note, we would like to point out that we did not distinguish 
between the consequences of the dissolution of marriage (divorce) and 
the dissolution of cohabitation (separation). The reason is that most union 
dissolutions in our samples are separations as we used a young adult 
sample and because cohabitation is less stable than marriage. As we found 
a substantial impact of union dissolution, this implies that separation 
has large consequences for well-being and is probably related to a major 
loss of resources. This shows once again that cohabitation deserves to be 
studied. Nevertheless, considering the greater positive effects of marriage 
compared with cohabitation, the negative effects of divorce may also be 
larger than the negative effects of separation. 

Factors explaining relationship effects6.4. 

Besides examining the consequences of relationship transitions on 
well-being, we examined which factors explain these consequences. This 
is formulated in our third research question:

Which factors explain the effects of transitions in the relationship domain 
on well-being?

The literature offers several explanations for the higher SWB level of 
married people, among which three are especially popular. Firstly, married 
people save money and have more financial security because of  economies 
of scale and pooling of resources (Ren, 1997; Waite and Gallagher, 2000 and 
Wilson and Oswald, 2005). In addition, married men tend to have a higher 
income (Waite, 2000 and Ahituv and Lerman, 2005). This explanation was 
expected to be more important for explaining differences between those who 
were living together and those who were not than for explaining differences 
between cohabiting and married people. The second explanation is that 
spouses encourage positive health behaviour, making each other healthier 
and happier. Thirdly, a spouse provides all sorts of social resources, such as 
emotional and instrumental support, social integration, sexual gratification, 
intimacy etc. We expected that these explanations would be valid not only 
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for the married, but for people in other relationship types as well, although 
the effect are likely to be stronger in a more committed relationship. 

The conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2002) encompasses these 
explanations because such things as money, social support and love can all 
be considered to be resources. On the basis of this theory one would expect 
that the gains and losses of resources explain the effects of relationship 
transitions on well-being. If people enter a relationship or move into a 
relationship status with a higher level of commitment, the availability of 
resources increases, which in turn raises the level of SWB. According to 
the resources theory, material, social and personal resources mediate the 
influence of relationship transitions on SWB. For example, entering into 
cohabitation or marrying enables partners to pool their resources, giving 
them an economies-of-scale advantage (Wilson and Oswald, 2005). People 
who live with a partner should thus have a better financial position than 
those who live without one. This is thought to explain their higher level 
of well-being. Next to the mediating effect, a moderating effect of these 
resources was expected as well because the availability of some resources 
could be of greater importance to singles than to people with a partner. This 
is also evident in the assumption in the resources theory about a resource 
caravan effect.

Summary of findings 
In chapter 3 we learned that material and social resources, and to a lesser 
extent personal resources, partly mediate the effects of relationship 
transitions. The differences between single and dating, dating and cohabiting, 
and cohabiting and married young adults were found to decrease by about 
25-32% if these resources are controlled. People’s financial situation and 
level of social integration, measured with religious participation, were the 
resources with the most explanatory power. 

With respect to material resources we found a mediating effect of 
employment and (satisfaction with) income: Part of the relationship 
effects can be explained with these material resources. In addition, there 
was a moderating effect of daily activity: Having no full-time activity 
(no education and no job) was related to a lower level of SWB for young 
adults in all relationship statuses, except for the married. Furthermore, the 
SWB difference between people who live with a partner and those who 
live without one can be explained by the availability of material resources 
as well. Whereas having a partner with a job enhanced the well-being of 
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young adults who live with a partner, it did not enhance the well-being of 
those who are dating. 

With respect to social resources, we found that social integration had a 
mediating effect. For instance, the well-being gap between cohabitants 
and the married became smaller if religious participation was controlled 
for. Singles had lower levels of instrumental and emotional support, but 
instrumental support had only a small mediating effect and no moderating 
effect. The emotional support measure did not explain the relationship 
effects at all, in contrast to our expectations. We had expected that emotional 
support would be an important provision of a relationship. 

Personal resources also explained part of the relationship effects. The 
personal resource self-esteem mediated a small part of the effect of living 
together on well-being. For singles, neuroticism had a moderating effect 
(chapters 2 and 3). Not having a partner was found to enhance the negative 
effect of neuroticism on well-being, or conversely: Starting a union appears 
to buffer the negative effects of a high level of neuroticism. Chapter 2 also 
found that for more extravert people, the effects of entering and exiting 
cohabitation or marriage on the mean level of well-being were smaller. 

Because relationship transitions take place in a life stage when many 
other major transitions take place (Rindfuss, 1991), it is important to 
take the occurrence of transitions in parallel life domains into account. 
Parenthood is the transition that is most closely linked to relationships, 
for most children are born in cohabiting or married relationships (Baizán, 
Aassve and Billari, 2003 and Kiernan, 2004). In agreement with previous 
studies, we found that parents are happier than childless people. In contrast 
to relationship transitions, parenthood only affected the mean level of 
SWB, but not the SWB pattern (chapter 2). This means that making the 
transition to parenthood did not determine well-being development in the 
long term. Furthermore, we found that there was only a positive effect of 
parenthood on well-being for people who were living together. For parents 
living alone having children resulted in a lower level of SWB (chapter 4). 
This is in line with studies that show that single parents are unhappier than 
coupled parents (Simons, Beaman, Conger and Chao, 1993 and Shields 
and Wooden, 2003). 

Transitions and circumstances in the work domain are related to 
transitions in the family domain as well, as described above. For example, 
unemployment has a negative effect on well-being, with the exception of 
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the married. The results regarding these concurrent transitions show that 
the relationship transitions have direct effects on well-being, but that it is 
important to take other transitions in other domains into account in order to 
get a complete picture of a person’s level of well-being.

Discussion of the findings
There were two unexpected findings with respect to the explanation of 
relationship effects. Firstly, in several chapters attention was paid to the 
difference in well-being between unmarried cohabitation and marriage, 
the so-called cohabitation gap. As it had been argued that the living 
arrangements of these two groups are very similar and that both have 
the economic benefits of sharing a household, we expected that material 
resources would have less power in explaining the difference between 
marriage and cohabitation than in explaining differences between other 
relationship statuses. This was not confirmed because material resources 
explained the added effect of marriage on well-being in addition to the 
well-being benefit of living together (chapters 3 and 5). 

A possible explanation for this unexpected finding is that there might 
be a selection effect based on these material resources in the case of 
cohabitation and marriage. Daily activity and financial satisfaction were 
the most important factors. Having no full-time activity is related to 
lower well-being among cohabitants, but not among the married. This is 
probably related to the fact that cohabitants are less likely to actually pool 
their resources (Rindfuss and VandenHeuvel, 1990). They may also benefit 
less from economies of scale as a result of a lower level of specialisation 
(Oppenheimer, 2000). The married more often prefer the specialised 
breadwinner model, where one partner, usually the husband, earns the 
family income. Cohabiting couples find it more important that both partners 
have equal incomes (Waldron et al., 1998; Brines and Joyner, 1999 and 
Kalmijn, Loeve and Manting, 2007). Having a job might therefore be more 
important for the cohabitant’s level of SWB than for the SWB level of the 
married. 

A second unexpected finding was that social support variables did not 
explain much of the differences between relationship statuses, although 
social provisions are considered important explanations for the higher 
level of well-being of the married compared with unmarried people in 
general and compared with cohabitants in particular (Nock, 1995 and 
Cutrona, 2004). Singles perceived to have less social support compared 
to all other people with a partner, but this difference in support did not 
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explain the relationship effects. This study measured the social resources 
emotional and instrumental support, and social integration. Perhaps other 
social resources, such as love or intimacy, would have more explanatory 
power than the ones we measured. It would be worthwhile examining this 
in future studies. 

The national context and effects of unions on well-being6.5. 

As described in the introductory chapter, there are many differences 
between countries with respect to marriage and cohabitation. Countries 
differ, among other things, in terms of the percentage of people who opt 
for cohabitation or marriage, and the attitudes and values that are attached 
to these union types. These country differences are likely to result in 
differences in the consequences of these unions for well-being. This will 
be further discussed to answer our last research question:

What is the influence of the national context on the effects of relationship 
on well-being?

Summary of findings
This question was analysed with European Social Survey data on 30 
European countries. We expected that the magnitude of well-being 
differences between cohabitation and marriage, the cohabitation gap, would 
vary across European countries. This was confirmed in chapter 5. In most 
countries married young adults were happier than cohabiting young adults, 
but in several countries the well-being gap was absent or even reversed. 

Furthermore, our results show that selection on personal characteristics did 
not explain the country differences. As mentioned in the previous section, 
these selection factors are important in explaining why married people are 
happier than cohabitants, but they are not important in explaining why the 
cohabitation gap differs across countries.

In addition, we examined the level of institutionalisation as an explanatory 
factor, where institutionalisation refers to the strength of social norms that 
define people’s behaviour in a social institution (Cherlin, 2004). This was 
measured with a combination of the degree of acceptance of cohabitation 
and the percentage adults that was cohabiting or ever cohabited. We found 
that in countries where cohabitation is more institutionalised, the well-being 
gap between cohabitants and the married is smaller.
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Discussion of findings
The relatively large differences found between the European countries 
contrast with the findings of Diener and others (Diener et al., 2000), who 
concluded that the benefits of marriage are almost universal. Our findings 
qualify this conclusion by showing that it is only universal when married 
people are compared with single people but not when they are compared 
with cohabiting people.

The results show that the well-being gap between cohabitants and the 
married is smaller in countries where cohabitation is more institutionalised. 
On the basis of these results it can be expected that if demographic changes 
continue and if cohabitation becomes more integrated in legislation, social 
norms and behaviour, that well-being differences between the two union 
types will become smaller and may disappear in many countries, even in 
more traditional ones. Being married is less necessary to be socially accepted 
in these countries where cohabitation is institutionalised (Cherlin, 2004). 
Also the practical importance of marriage will decrease if cohabitation is 
more accepted (Kefalas, 2007). People no longer need to be married for the 
financial benefits in that situation, for many men and women are financially 
independent and the financial benefits can also be gained from alternative 
relationship types. A higher level of institutionalisation also means that 
cohabitants become a less selective group. Differences in the composition 
between cohabitants and the married are then likely to disappear, which in 
turn may decrease other differences between the two relationships types. 

On the other hand, it should be noted that if cohabitation becomes the 
standard way to start a union, the group of people that chooses to marry 
without preceding cohabitation might become more selective (Liefbroer 
and Dourleijn, 2006). If this selection is based on certain factors that are 
also related to well-being differences between people who marry directly 
and those who cohabit first may increase again. For instance, the married 
group may become more religious because religious people will probably 
continue to choose marriage over cohabitation. As we saw, religion is 
an important selection factor explaining the well-being gap between 
cohabitants and the married. It is likely to become even more important 
in the future in explaining these differences in well-being. Furthermore, 
marriage may become valued for reasons other than those traditionally 
mentioned. For instance, the symbolic meaning of marriage increases 
(Thornton and Young-DeMarco, 2001 and Kefalas, 2007). 
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A related issue is that it some people question whether the marriage rates 
should be increased, among other things by discouraging cohabitation. 
This means that cohabitation would not be further institutionalised. For 
instance, in the United States much value has been attached to marriage 
as an institution and many people actively encourage marriage (see for 
example the Heritage Foundation). One of the purposes of these marriage 
defenders is to put an end to the increasing union dissolution rates and the 
negative consequences divorce has for children. They encourage marriage 
and not unmarried cohabitation because cohabitants are poorer than the 
married (Smock et al., 2005) and because the divorce rate is higher among 
cohabitants (Wagner and Weiss, 2006). However, our results show that the 
larger negative outcomes of cohabitation are related to the selection of the 
people that choose to cohabit; it is not, or at least not only an endogenous 
aspect of the relationship type itself. In countries where cohabitation is 
almost equal to marriage in terms of acceptance and legal rights, there is 
less selection into cohabitation. And as there are fewer differences between 
cohabitation and marriage, cohabiting relationships are likely to be more 
stable in these countries (Wagner and Weiss, 2006). It may therefore be 
wiser to encourage stable relationships in general, rather than encouraging 
only marriage. Furthermore, the negative consequences of divorce for 
children are strongly related to poverty. Making an effort to improve the 
financial situation of single parents may therefore be more effective than 
promoting marriage to decrease the poverty among those children.

Implications for theories about relationships and well-being6.6. 

In this dissertation, we focused on two theories to describe developments 
in well-being and to explain the effects of relationship transitions on 
well-being: The conservation of resources theory (Hobfoll, 2002) and the 
set-point theory, also called the dynamic equilibrium model (Headey and 
Wearing, 1989). We will now discuss the implications of our findings for 
these theories. 

Conservation of resources theory
The conservation of resources theory (see section 1.5) was used to explain 
why relationships have a positive effect on well-being. The assumption is 
that a loss of resources or the threat of losing resources, decreases well-being, 
and that gaining resources is related to an increase in well-being. These 
resources can be anything that enables people to attain their goals. We 
hypothesized that people gain resources when they move from singlehood 
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to having a partner, or when they enter a relationship status with a higher 
level of commitment. This hypothesis was based on the idea that being in 
a relationship has certain advantages, such as economies of scale, and that 
the partner is an important resource provider. This gain in resources, and 
the reduction in uncertainty about losing resources, was expected to lead to 
an increase in happiness. Similarly, relationship dissolution was expected 
to result in a lower level of SWB because of the related loss of resources. 

The results show, firstly, that material, personal and social resources are 
related to changes in well-being, as the theory predicts. The resources theory 
assumed that personality characteristics would be key resources, in that they 
would be key to the perception and management of other resources (Thoits, 
1994). We deduced from this assumption that personality would have a 
larger influence on well-being and would offer a better explanation for 
relationship effects than other types of resources. We found that personality 
is important indeed, but that it is not necessarily more important than other 
resources as a direct source of well-being. Neuroticism and extraversion 
affected the mean level of SWB, but they were not related directly to a 
certain SWB pattern (chapters 2 and 3). Nevertheless, they were found to 
moderate the effects of relationship transitions on well-being in the long 
run. Therefore, it is likely that personality has a strong indirect influence on 
well-being, for example, in combination with life events.

Secondly, relationship effects on well-being can be explained in part by 
resources, which confirms the expectations of the theory. People gain 
resources when they enter a relationship and they lose resources when the 
relationship ends. These gains and losses are reflected in the long-term 
SWB patterns (chapter 2). Material resources appear to play an important 
role and personality and social integration are also of some relevance. The 
effects of entering relationships were smaller than the effects of losing 
relationships. This is also in line with the theory that a loss of resources 
has a larger impact than a gain in resources (Baumeister et al., 2001). Still, 
resource gains can have a large and long-term impact as well.

Another expectation of the resources theory was that the initial high or low 
availability of resources could facilitate the gain or loss of more resources: 
The resource caravan idea. This idea is only partial supported: Single 
people who start with a low level of personality resources are more likely 
to have a decreasing or fluctuating well-being pattern, which indicates 
that their resource levels decrease over time (chapter 2). This is one of the 
assumptions of the resources theory that needs more testing.
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We can conclude that the resources theory is suitable for explaining 
relationship effects. The advantage of the theory is that it encompasses a 
number of explanations that have not been combined in one framework 
before: Material benefits, personality characteristics and the provision of 
support. However, this generality is also a potential pitfall for the theory, 
for if everything that contributes to well-being is a resource, it becomes 
difficult to distinguish specific resources that explain the effects of 
relationship transitions on well-being. 

Set-point theory
The set-point theory (see section 1.5), also called the dynamic equilibrium 
theory, assumes that only temporary fluctuation in well-being is possible 
(Headey and Wearing, 1989 and Suh et al., 1996). After an initial change, 
the level of well-being will return quickly and completely to a certain 
set-point or base line. This is called the adaptation effect. The set-point 
is determined by genes and personality. The theory was adjusted because 
research showed that it was too strict in some respects (Diener et al., 2006; 
Headey, 2006). In the revised version, people may have different set-points, 
certain major life events may change the set-point for some people, and 
personality affects the pace of the adaptation process.

A first assumption of the original theory is that in general only temporary 
fluctuations are possible in well-being after a life event because there is a 
quick and complete adaptation, where well-being returns to the pre-event 
level of SWB. Indeed, we found an adaptation effect after entering a union 
and after union dissolution (chapter 4), but this adaptation was very slow 
and probably not complete. In chapter 2, we saw that the effects of starting 
and ending relationships are visible over an 18-year period, and that being 
in a union at the start of the study is not related to a decreasing SWB 
pattern. In chapter 4 we calculated that it would take about 8-14 years to 
return to the level of well-being people had before they entered a union, 
all other circumstances remaining equal. In the revised version it is argued 
that some negative life events may have long-lasting consequences for 
well-being (Diener et al., 2006), but our research shows that this is also 
true for positive life events. 

A second assumption of the original and the revised theory, which follows 
from the first, is that in the long run levels of SWB remain fairly stable. 
This assumption was not confirmed. Although the most common well-being 
pattern was the stable one, most young adults had an increasing, decreasing 
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of more variable pattern (chapter 2). This is in contrast even to the revised 
version of dynamic equilibrium (Headey, 2006), in which it is stated that 
only for a minority of people the level of well-being changed significantly 
in the long run. Moreover, Headey attributed these changes to personality, 
but our studies show that life events can cause these changes as well. 

A third assumption is that personality has a major influence on well-being 
and determines the set-point level, as the resources theory proposes as well. 
As mentioned, this assumption proved to be too strict. In accordance with 
the set-point theory, personality traits are indeed important for explaining 
well-being, although the contribution of certain life events or certain 
resources should not be underestimated. When examining long-term 
patterns, we found that personality had long-term effects on well-being, 
but only in combination with life events. There were no direct effects of 
personality in the long run, which is in contrast to the set-point theory. 
Nevertheless, personality can have a stabilising effect in the interaction 
with life events. For instance, the more extravert people were, the smaller 
the consequences of relationship transitions (chapter 2). The reverse effect, 
that life events have a stabilising effect on personality, is also possible, 
e.g., the negative effect of neuroticism was diminished by entering a union 
(chapter 2). This interaction between personality and life events and the 
consequences for well-being have recently been given more attention 
(Headey, 2008), but there still is a lack of knowledge about this issue. It 
is likely, for example, that some traits affect not only the mean level of 
SWB, but also the possibility and direction of change in well-being, also 
in the long run (Diener et al., 2006). This idea is similar to the resource 
caravan idea: Being a positive person, which is a resource, enables you to 
experience more positive events, which in turn enhances the availability 
of resources. 

We would like to extend the assumption about the indirect impact of 
personality and put it in a developmental perspective. From this perspective, 
the traits people are born with affect a young person’s interaction with 
his social environment and the perception of this interaction. The social 
environment responds in a certain way, thereby reinforcing the initial 
behaviour. This may affect the likelihood of experiencing certain life 
events and the perception of these events, and consequently affect 
well-being, in the long run as well. Conversely, it is possible that small 
changes in behaviour change the response of the social environment 
and put a positive or negative spiral into action, which may also change 
someone’s personality (Rutter et al., 1997 and Scollon and Diener, 2006). 
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The influence of personality, transitions and circumstances is intertwined, 
which makes it difficult to determine which factor explains which change in 
the level of SWB. A more holistic perspective is needed to fully encompass 
the complex interaction processes between personality and life events and 
their influence on well-being.

To conclude, our findings lend support to some assumptions of the revised 
set-point theory, but we believe that the set-point theory is still too strict 
in that it expects that the level of well-being is stable in the long run. In 
addition, more attention should be given to the intertwined effects of 
personality and life events. 

Main conclusions6.7. 

Based on the findings of this dissertation, we can draw several main 
conclusions. Firstly, Dutch young adults are fairly happy with their lives, 
whether or not they are in a relationship. This level of happiness is likely to 
change over the course of young adulthood, however. The direction of this 
long-term change is determined primarily by the occurrence or absence of 
life events. For example, the level of well-being of young adults who do 
not live with a partner slowly decreases with age, but there is no age effect 
for those who do live together. The magnitude of the change depends on 
the combination of life events and personality. 

Secondly, starting a relationship makes people happy, and moving from 
steady dating to cohabitation or from cohabitation to marriage additionally 
enhances well-being. Most can be gained from starting to live with a partner 
either inside or outside of marriage. These effects of relationships were 
larger than the effects of starting a job or becoming a parent. Relationships 
are thus very important for people’s well-being. 

Thirdly, despite the decreasing marriage rate and the growing importance of 
alternative long-term commitments, marriage still appears to be important 
for young adults’ well-being, although the difference in well-being between 
cohabiting and married young adults is rather small, in the Netherlands and 
other European countries. One may expect that if the process of institution-
alisation of cohabitation continues at its current pace in countries where 
cohabitation is not institutionalised to a large degree yet, the difference in 
well-being between the two union types will probably become smaller in 
the coming decades and may even disappear in Europe and other developed 
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countries. However, as mentioned in section 6.5, it remains to be seen 
whether this process of a decreasing difference will continue indeed. 

Finally, entering a cohabiting or married union enhances well-being, but 
this beneficial effect slowly fades away. Nevertheless, for many years, the 
level of well-being of young adults in a union remains higher than that 
of those who live without a partner because young adults in a union have 
more resources, and because the level of well-being of those who have 
never lived with a partner also decreases. There is no difference between 
cohabiting and married people in this respect. 

Limitations and suggestions for further research6.8. 

Several limitations of the conducted studies can be mentioned and 
several suggestions for future research can be made. One issue concerns 
the measurement of well-being. As is discussed in section 1.2, we have 
chosen to measure life satisfaction: A general indicator of the subjective 
experience of well-being. This choice was made, among other things, 
because it can be measured retrospectively over longer periods which is 
necessary to measure long-term changes. The disadvantage of this general 
measure is that it is not very detailed or precise. People usually determine 
their well-being on the basis of how they feel at the time of evaluation, and 
during the most salient experience within the time period measured. This 
is referred to as peak-end evaluation (Kahneman, 1999); it may result in a 
biased evaluation. However, respondents in all relationship statuses use the 
same peak-end evaluation. We therefore believe that it is not a big problem. 
Moreover, the aim of this study was to compare several relationship 
statuses with each other and not to determine the absolute level of SWB. 
In addition, the reliability of the highly validated Satisfaction with Life 
Scale (Larsen, Diener and Emmons, 1985) that we used over the waves 
of the PSIN was high. Finally, previous studies show similar associations 
between marital status and well-being and a similar explanation of the 
relationship effects across measures. Nevertheless, we cannot exclude the 
possibility that our results would have been somewhat different if we had 
used another measure of well-being (Compton et al., 1996; Bierman et al., 
2006 and Shapiro and Keyes, 2008). 
Another data issue is that we did not include a control variable in our 
longitudinal models indicating whether the respondent had started or 
finished unions between the waves. It is possible that someone who is in 
a union in wave t has exited this union and entered a new union before 
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wave t+1, or vice versa. This information was not included because the 
model would have become too complicated and because this control 
variable would probably have been too highly correlated with the variable 
that indicates previous union dissolution. This union dissolution variable 
is more important because one of our aims was to examine how union 
dissolution affects well-being. 

A third point of discussion is that some research shows that relationship 
quality is just as important as relationship status for well-being (Ren, 1997; 
Kim and MacKenry, 2002 and Kamp Dush and Amato, 2005). Unfortunately, 
in the ESS data no information was available about relationship quality 
and in the PSIN different questions were used in different waves, or it was 
not measured at all. This is not a big issue, however, because relationship 
quality and status act independently (Ren, 1997; Kim and MacKenry, 2002 
and Kamp Dush and Amato, 2005). Furthermore, the focus of this study 
is on the transitions into and out of relationships and not on intrarelational 
processes. That said, it would be an interesting topic for future research 
and it would be worthwhile examining whether the effects of relationship 
transitions on well-being are similar to those on relationship quality, 
considering that well-being and relationship quality are strongly related 
(Davila, Karney, Hall and Bradbury, 2003). It would also be worthwhile 
examining whether the interaction effects of resources and other transitions 
and relationships on well-being are actually mediated by relationship 
quality. Social resources would then perhaps have shown more impact on 
well-being. Another option, which we mentioned in section 6.3, is to make 
a combined continuous measure of relationship status and relationship 
quality. This would better describe the actual situation people are in.

A related point for further research could be to take an even closer look at 
the actual situation of the cohabitant and compare it with the situation of 
the married. Some cohabitants live together out of convenience without 
the intention of marrying, others are already planning their marriage and 
some consciously reject marriage altogether (Heuveline and Timberlake, 
2004 and Rhoades et al., 2008). Cohabitation in late adulthood may also 
be different from cohabitation in young adulthood; for instance because a 
large proportion of people have experienced divorce or widowhood (King 
and Scott, 2005). These different expectations and the different relational 
histories are likely to result in different levels of well-being (Brown 
and Booth, 1996). To examine this issue, detailed information about 
the preferences, reasons and situations is needed. Longitudinal datasets 
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including this information are not yet available, especially not studies that 
have been running for as many years as the PSIN.
 
In our introduction, we mentioned the major demographic changes that have 
taken place, referred to collectively as the Second Demographic Transition 
(Lesthaeghe and Neidert, 2006). In some countries, most changes took 
place in the 1970s and 1980s, but in other countries marriage, divorce and 
cohabitation rates and fertility levels are only just starting to change. It is 
important to take this into account and to keep monitoring the changes in 
the future and to examine how this affects relationships and well-being. 
Coming back to the metaphor we used in the introduction, the transitions 
on the bridge that people have to cross to go from childhood to adulthood 
may be changing, but still people are happier crossing it with a partner at 
their side.
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Leven, liefde en geluk

Een studie naar partnerrelaties en welbevinden in de 
jongvolwassenheid
 
Onderzoeksvragen en maatschappelijk kader
Jongvolwassenheid is de periode waarin mensen allerlei transities doormaken 
op weg naar de volwassenheid, zoals het afronden van een opleiding, de 
eerste baan, het ouderlijk huis verlaten, samenwonen en kinderen krijgen. 
Deze transities hebben een grote invloed op hun dagelijks leven en daarom 
ook een grote invloed op hoe gelukkig zij zich voelen, hun welbevinden. 
In deze dissertatie richten we ons op de effecten op welbevinden van 
transities in het relatiedomein. Het is namelijk gebleken dat wat er gebeurt 
in het relatiedomein een groot deel van het niveau van welbevinden 
bepaalt. Bovendien is het vormen van een goede partnerrelatie volgens 
de psycholoog Erikson (1950) een van de belangrijkste psychologische 
ontwikkelingtaken in de jongvolwassenheid. Dit is echter geen makkelijke 
taak, zoals blijkt uit het hoge echtscheidingscijfer van tegenwoordig. 

De huidige situatie staat in schril contrast met de maatschappij zoals 
die in de jaren vijftig bestond. Toen kon je spreken over een standaard-
levensloop. Jongvolwassenen rondden hun opleiding af, gingen werken, 
trouwden vanuit huis, kregen kinderen en bleven getrouwd. Nu is er veel 
meer variatie in de levensloop met betrekking tot het moment en volgorde 
van deze transities. Vooral op het gebied van relaties en gezin is er veel 
veranderd. Zo is er een flinke daling geweest van het aantal mensen dat 
gaat trouwen en van het aantal kinderen dat zij krijgen. Verder is de leeftijd 
waarop men trouwt en het eerste kind geboren wordt gestegen, is het 
aantal echtscheidingen sterk toegenomen en is ongehuwd samenwonen als 
leefvorm veel populairder geworden.

Er zijn verschillende redenen voor de toenemende populariteit van 
ongehuwd samenwonen. Volgens Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa (1986) heeft 
het te maken met de geïndividualiseerde maatschappij, en met economische 
en institutionele veranderingen. Door de toenemende individualisering 
gaan mensen meer eisen stellen aan hun sociale contacten en dus ook 
aan hun partner. Bovendien gaan mensen sneller scheiden en na een 
echtscheiding kiezen ze eerder voor een samenwoonrelatie dan voor een 
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nieuw huwelijk. Verder zijn vrouwen financieel zelfstandiger geworden, 
waardoor ze de materiële voordelen die het huwelijk biedt minder nodig 
hebben. Ten slotte speelt de ontkerkelijking een belangrijke rol; hierdoor is 
samenleven met een partner voor of in plaats van het huwelijk meer sociaal 
geaccepteerd. Deze veranderingen in de maatschappij gaan hand in hand 
met veranderingen in wetgeving en individueel gedrag. 

Hoewel er veel onderzoek gedaan is naar de effecten van relaties op 
welbevinden, is een deel hiervan verouderd door de maatschappelijke 
ontwikkelingen in de laatste jaren. Bovendien zijn er ook op methodisch 
en statistisch vlak verbeteringen mogelijk: veel onderzoek is bijvoorbeeld 
cross-sectioneel. Dat betekent dat er alleen groepen met elkaar vergeleken 
worden, maar dat er geen causale verbanden aangetoond kunnen worden. 
Dit kan wel als je longitudinale metingen hebt, waarbij een persoon 
meerdere keren geïnterviewd is of dezelfde vragenlijst heeft ingevuld 
en de volgorde van de gebeurtenissen bekend is. Door het tekort aan 
longitudinaal onderzoek is er nog maar weinig bekend over de langetermi-
jneffecten van relaties. Ook is meer kennis nodig over de ontwikkeling 
van welbevinden over de levensloop, zodat de effecten van transities beter 
in een context geplaatst kunnen worden. Ten slotte is het merendeel van 
het relatieonderzoek gedaan in de Verenigde Staten, waardoor er weinig 
bekend is over de effecten van relaties in bijvoorbeeld Europese landen. 
Vooral onderzoek waarin verschillende landen met elkaar vergeleken 
worden is schaars. 

Onze onderzoeksvragen luiden daarom:

Hoe ontwikkelt het niveau van welbevinden zich gedurende de 1. 
jongvolwassenheid?
Wat zijn de effecten van transities in het relatiedomein op het niveau 2. 
van welbevinden?
Welke factoren verklaren de effecten van de transities in het relatiedomein 3. 
op welbevinden?
Wat is de invloed van de nationale context op de effecten van 4. 
relatietransities op welbevinden? 

Voor het beantwoorden van deze vragen wordt in ieder hoofdstuk een 
theoretisch kader geschetst. Twee theorieën komen hierin regelmatig 
terug: de set-pointtheorie en de hulpbronnentheorie. De set-pointtheorie 
gaat ervan uit dat mensen een vast niveau van welbevinden hebben, waar 
ze steeds naar terugkeren. Dit vaste niveau, het set-point, is grotendeels 
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bepaald door genen en persoonlijkheid. Tijdelijke fluctuaties in het niveau 
van welbevinden zijn wel mogelijk als gevolg van een verandering van 
omstandigheden of door een belangrijke gebeurtenis, maar op langere 
termijn zal een aanpassingsproces ervoor zorgen dat het niveau van 
welbevinden naar het set-point terugkeert. Persoonlijkheid kan ook een 
grote indirecte invloed hebben op het welbevinden doordat het beïnvloedt 
hoe iemand gebeurtenissen waarneemt en hoeveel positieve en negatieve 
gebeurtenissen iemand meemaakt. Veel onderzoek naar deze theorie is 
verricht door Ed Diener, Bruce Headey, Richard Lucas, Richard Easterlin 
en hun collega’s (Easterlin, 2005; Headey, 2006; Lucas, 2007 and Clark et 
al., 2008). De set-pointtheorie wordt in deze dissertatie vooral gebruikt om 
langetermijneffecten te verklaren.

De tweede theorie is de ‘conservation of resources theory’: de hulpbronnen-
theorie. Deze is ontwikkeld door Stevan Hobfoll (1989; 2002) en gaat er 
vanuit dat veranderingen in welbevinden verklaard kunnen worden met 
hulpbronnen. Hulpbronnen zijn volgens Hobfoll objecten, eigenschappen, 
condities of energieën die waardevol zijn voor een individu of die ertoe 
bijdragen dat deze objecten, eigenschappen, condities of energieën 
verkregen kunnen worden. Een (dreigend) verlies van hulpbronnen leidt 
tot een daling in het welbevinden, en omgekeerd zou een stijging in het 
aantal hulpbronnen kunnen leiden tot een stijging van het welbevinden. 
Om een daling in het welbevinden te voorkomen, investeren mensen in 
het voorkomen van verlies van hulpbronnen. Een andere veronderstelling 
van Hobfoll is, dat het voor iemand die start met een kleine of juist grote 
hoeveelheid hulpbronnen moeilijker, respectievelijk makkelijker, is om 
nieuwe hulpbronnen te vergaren. Iemand die hulpbronnen verliest, zal 
sneller meer hulpbronnen verliezen. Dit noemt hij het ‘resource caravan 
effect’, een kettingreactie van hulpbronnen. Een derde veronderstelling is 
dat een verlies van hulpbronnen een sterker effect heeft op welbevinden dan 
een stijging in hulpbronnen. De hulpbronnentheorie wordt vooral gebruikt 
om te verklaren waarom transities en persoonlijke omstandigheden effect 
hebben op welbevinden. Veronderstellingen van beide theorieën worden 
getoetst in deze dissertatie.

De vragen worden beantwoord vanuit een levensloopperspectief. In dit 
perspectief staan posities en transities centraal. Een positie is een rol die 
iemand heeft in een bepaald levensdomein, zoals werknemer, moeder 
of echtgenoot. Er is sprake van een transitie wanneer iemand van de 
ene positie naar een volgende gaat. Een huwelijk is in deze dissertatie 
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bijvoorbeeld een belangrijke transitie. Transities worden niet als op zichzelf 
staand beschouwd, maar in combinatie met andere transities. Ook wordt er 
rekening gehouden met effecten van het voorbijgaan van tijd. 

Data
In vier studies is getracht een antwoord te geven op de onderzoeksvragen. 
Voor het beantwoorden van de eerste drie vragen over de effecten van 
relatietransities is een longitudinale dataset nodig, omdat we causale 
verbanden willen vaststellen en langetermijneffecten willen meten. 
Voor deze drie studies gebruiken we daarom de Panelstudie Sociale 
Integratie in Nederland (PSIN). Dit is een langlopende panelstudie onder 
jongvolwassenen die geboren zijn in 1961, 1965 en 1969. Het doel van 
het onderzoek was te onderzoeken op welke manier jongvolwassenen 
deelnemen aan het maatschappelijke leven en welke factoren daarbij 
een rol spelen. De respondenten hebben mondelinge en schriftelijke 
vragen beantwoord over attitudes en ervaringen ten aanzien van onder 
andere opleiding, werk, relaties en ouderschap. De studie is gestart in 
1987; de 1775 deelnemers waren toen 18, 22 of 26 jaar. Inmiddels zijn 
er zes ronden geweest, waarvan de laatste in 2005 plaatsvond. Bij deze 
laatste ronde waren er nog 736 respondenten over. De tweede ronde 
bevat geen informatie over welbevinden en wordt daarom niet gebruikt. 
De onderzoeksgroep is grotendeels representatief voor de Nederlandse 
‘jongvolwassen’ bevolking. 

De tweede dataset die we gebruikt hebben is de European Social Survey 
(ESS). Dit is een vragenlijstonderzoek dat in vrijwel alle Europese 
landen is gehouden en waarin onder andere informatie is gevraagd over 
demografische variabelen, attituden en welbevinden. We gebruiken 30 
landen en de drie eerste ronden: 2002, 2004 en 2006. In iedere ronde 
hebben steeds andere respondenten en soms andere landen deelgenomen. 

Meting van welbevinden
In deze dissertatie is ervoor gekozen om welbevinden te meten met de 
Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985). Deze schaal bestaat uit 
vier vragen over hoe tevreden mensen waren met hun leven in het afgelopen 
half jaar. Levenstevredenheid is de cognitieve component van subjectief 
welbevinden. Subjectief welbevinden is iemands eigen cognitieve en 
emotionele evaluatie van zijn of haar welbevinden (Diener et al., 1999). 
Hiervoor is gekozen, omdat we geïnteresseerd zijn in hoe gelukkig mensen 
zijn. Je gelukkig voelen is een innerlijke subjectieve ervaring, en die wordt 
gemeten met deze schaal. Bovendien is deze levenstevredenheidschaal een 
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globale maat die geschikt is om langetermijneffecten te meten, omdat het 
niveau van welbevinden ook retrospectief gevraagd kan worden. Ten slotte 
is de schaal die wij gebruiken goed gevalideerd, betrouwbaar en vaak 
gebruikt in onderzoek. Hierdoor is het makkelijker om onze studies met 
andere studies te vergelijken. 

Omdat het voor mensen moeilijk is om precies te berekenen hoe gelukkig 
ze zich gemiddeld voelden in een bepaalde periode, kunnen de scores 
enigszins vertekend worden. Maar omdat deze vertekening voor iedereen 
geldt, is het wel mogelijk is om verschillen tussen groepen en binnen mensen 
te meten. Het gaat ons niet om het absolute niveau van welbevinden. 

De ontwikkeling van welbevinden in de jongvolwassenheid
Het onderzoek dat gedaan is naar de ontwikkeling van welbevinden richtte 
zich op de stabiliteit van welbevinden door correlaties te berekenen tussen 
niveaus van welbevinden op meerdere meetmomenten, op de gevolgen 
van bepaalde, vaak negatieve, gebeurtenissen, of op gemiddelde patronen 
van welbevinden in de populatie. Weinig aandacht is geschonken aan het 
verloop van het individuele niveau van welbevinden en aan de effecten 
van positieve gebeurtenissen zoals een huwelijk. Dit hebben we daarom 
onderzocht in hoofdstuk 2. Tevens hebben we in dit hoofdstuk gekeken naar 
de invloed hierop van persoonlijkheid en levensgebeurtenissen. Over het 
belang van deze twee factoren voor het niveau van welbevinden is namelijk 
al jaren een debat gaande. Sommige onderzoekers beweren dat of iemand 
gelukkig is voornamelijk bepaald wordt door je persoonlijkheidsstructuur, 
terwijl anderen veel meer belang hechten aan de omstandigheden waarin je 
verkeert en de gebeurtenissen die je meemaakt. 

Voor deze studie hebben we gebruik gemaakt van de longitudinale 
gegevens van de PSIN. Wanneer we kijken naar wat er in de hele populatie 
gebeurt in de jongvolwassenheid, het patroon zoals dat in eerdere studies 
voornamelijk is onderzocht, vinden we een dalend patroon van welbevinden 
na gecontroleerd te hebben voor transities. Er is namelijk een negatief effect 
gevonden van leeftijd (hoofdstuk 3 en 4): jongvolwassenen worden dus 
ongelukkiger als ze ouder worden. Het is echter moeilijk te bepalen of dit 
echt een effect is van ouder worden, omdat je het ouder worden nauwelijks 
los kunt koppelen van de gebeurtenissen die jongvolwassenen meemaken 
of net niet meemaken. Daarom hebben we ook gekeken naar het verband 
tussen deze gebeurtenissen en hun individuele patroon van welbevinden.
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Hiervoor hebben we onderscheid gemaakt tussen het gemiddelde niveau 
van welbevinden, en het welbevindenpatroon over een periode van achttien 
jaar. Op basis van de set-pointtheorie, de hulpbronnentheorie en empirisch 
onderzoek hebben we de respondenten ingedeeld in categorieën met zes 
verschillende patronen: stabiel, stijgend, dalend, dalpatroon, bergpatroon 
en een variërend patroon. Een dalpatroon bestaat uit een daling in 
welbevinden, gevolgd door een stijging. Een bergpatroon is precies het 
omgekeerde. Bij een variërend patroon vinden er meerdere stijgingen en 
dalingen plaats. 

Uit onze bevindingen blijkt dat er duidelijke verschillen zijn tussen 
jongvolwassenen met betrekking tot het gemiddelde niveau van 
welbevinden, en met betrekking tot het patroon van welbevinden dat ze 
hebben. Ongeveer eenderde van de jongvolwassenen heeft een stabiel 
patroon van welbevinden, dus zonder langdurige veranderingen over de 
periode van achttien jaar. Dit is het meest voorkomende patroon, hetgeen 
tegelijkertijd betekent dat het merendeel van de jongvolwassenen wél een 
veranderend patroon van welbevinden heeft. Het stijgende patroon en het 
dalende patroon zijn de meest voorkomende veranderende patronen. Bij 
ongeveer eenvijfde van de jongvolwassenen verandert hun niveau van 
welbevinden volgens een van deze twee patronen. Een dalpatroon is het 
minst voorkomende patroon, ongeveer zes procent van de jongvolwassenen 
heeft een welbevindenpatroon met deze vorm. 

Met betrekking tot de rol van persoonlijkheid hebben we gevonden 
dat mensen die minder emotioneel stabiel zijn, een lager niveau van 
welbevinden hebben. Meer extraverte mensen hebben een hoger niveau 
van welbevinden. Dit bevestigt eerder onderzoek op dit gebied. Verder 
blijkt extraversie een zekere bufferende werking te hebben: de effecten 
van het hebben, starten of verbreken van een relatie zijn kleiner voor 
meer extraverte mensen. Toch is het wel zo dat voor deze mensen de kans 
op een stijgend patroon van welbevinden groter is dan de kans op een 
dalend patroon. Voor mensen die gaan samenwonen of trouwen hebben 
neuroticisme en extraversie geen effect op het welbevindenpatroon.  

Samenvattend tonen deze resultaten aan dat het niveau van welbevinden 
kan veranderen, maar dat er niet een bepaalde richting is waarin het niveau 
van welbevinden verandert. Ook wordt duidelijk dat individuele patronen 
sterk kunnen verschillen van het algemene patroon in de populatie. 
Persoonlijkheid heeft invloed op welbevinden, maar transities zijn eveneens 
belangrijk. Persoonlijkheidstrekken lijken op lange termijn vooral effect 
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te hebben in combinatie met relatietransities, terwijl transities ook directe 
effecten hebben op de lange termijn. 

Effecten van relatietransities op welbevinden 
Bij het bestuderen van relatietransities is het belangrijk om rekening te 
houden met de diversiteit van relatietypen. In eerder onderzoek zijn 
vaak gehuwden met ongehuwden vergeleken. De groep ongehuwden is 
echter zo divers geworden in de laatste decennia dat ze waarschijnlijk niet 
meer allemaal over een kam geschoren kunnen worden. De groep bestaat 
onder andere uit mensen die nooit een relatie gehad hebben, mensen die 
een vaste relatie hebben zonder samen te wonen (o.a. de LAT-ers), en 
samenwonenden. 

Zoals we verwacht hadden, heeft het starten van een relatie een positief 
effect op het welbevinden (zie hiervoor hoofdstuk 4). Bovendien blijkt 
er een soort continuüm van verbondenheid te zijn, zoals de onderzoekers 
Kamp Dush en Amato (2005) al hadden beweerd. Het aangaan van een 
relatie met een hogere mate van verbondenheid –bijvoorbeeld van verkering 
naar samenwonen, of van samenwonen naar trouwen– leidt tot een extra 
stijging in het welbevinden. Het gaan samenwonen voor mensen die al 
verkering hadden, heeft de grootste stijging in welbevinden tot gevolg. 
Maar ook het huwelijk voegt nog extra geluk toe. Het verbreken van een 
samenwoonrelatie of huwelijk heeft een flinke daling in je welbevinden 
tot gevolg. Maar wanneer mensen na een (echt)scheiding opnieuw gaan 
samenleven met een partner, zijn ze ongeveer net zo gelukkig als mensen 
die voor het eerst gaan samenleven. 

Door het gebruik van zogenoemde fixed effects multilevel regression 
modellen kunnen we concluderen dat de verandering in welbevinden 
inderdaad volgt op de relatietransitie. Bij deze statistische regressieanalyse 
wordt gekeken of een verandering in de onafhankelijke variabele ook 
een verandering in de afhankelijke variabele tot gevolg heeft en of deze 
verandering significant is. Bij deze specifieke methode hebben we alleen 
naar veranderingen binnen personen gekeken. Hiermee konden we 
bepalen of voor een individu een verandering in relatiestatus samenhing 
met een verandering in welbevinden. Hierdoor kunnen we uitsluiten dat 
de gevonden effecten verklaard kunnen worden doordat de ene groep 
op bepaalde kenmerken verschilt van de andere groep. Anders had het 
bijvoorbeeld zo kunnen zijn dat vrouwen gelukkiger zijn dan mannen, 
en dat daarom de groep gehuwden gemiddeld gelukkiger is dan de groep 
singles, omdat in de groep gehuwden meer vrouwen bevat. De bevinding 
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dat de relatietransities terug te zien zijn in welbevindenpatronen over een 
periode van achttien jaar, duidt op een causaal effect van relatietransities 
op welbevinden. 
Uit onze resultaten blijkt dat het wel degelijk uitmaakt of je onderscheid 
maakt in de groep ongehuwden. Wanneer je het niveau van welbevinden 
van gehuwden met de hele groep ongehuwden vergelijkt, is het verschil 
tussen deze groepen veel kleiner dan wanneer je gehuwden vergelijkt met 
mensen zonder partner (0,35, resp. 0,60 op een schaal van 1 tot 7). Het 
is dus van belang in toekomstig onderzoek onderscheid te maken tussen 
verschillende ongehuwde relatietypen. 

Een andere belangrijke bevinding is dat er inderdaad sprake is van een 
aanpassingsproces na de start van samenwonen of trouwen. De initiële 
stijging in geluk in de wittebroodsweken verdwijnt langzaam weer. Er is 
geen verschil tussen samenwonenden en gehuwden in het tempo hiervan. 
De oorspronkelijke stijging was echter groter bij gehuwden, wat tot 
gevolg heeft dat het langer duurt bij gehuwden voordat zij weer op het 
niveau van welbevinden zitten dat ze hadden voor ze gingen samenleven 
met hun partner. Aan de hand van het model kun je voorspellen dat het 
totale aanpassingsproces voor gehuwden ongeveer 14 jaar duurt en voor 
samenwonenden ongeveer 8 jaar. Dit is natuurlijk in de hypothetische 
situatie dat er verder geen gebeurtenissen zijn die eveneens het niveau 
van welbevinden beïnvloeden. Toch zijn de effecten van de relatietran-
sities, zowel de start als de verbreking van een relatie, zichtbaar in het 
welbevindenpatroon van jongvolwassenen over een periode van achttien 
jaar. Jongvolwassenen die een relatie beginnen, maar niet degenen die al 
een relatie hebben aan het begin van de observatieperiode, hebben meer 
kans op een stijgend patroon van welbevinden. Zij die een relatieverbreking 
hebben meegemaakt, hebben een grotere kans op een dalend patroon. 

Een van de nadelen van eerder onderzoek is dat er te weinig onderscheid 
wordt gemaakt in de groep ongehuwden. In dit onderzoek is daarom 
onderscheid gemaakt tussen single zijn, verkering en samenwonen. 
Maar wellicht gaat dit onderscheid nog niet ver genoeg. Vooral onder 
samenwonenden kunnen de feitelijke situaties erg verschillen. De ene 
samenwonende is ingetrokken bij zijn partner uit praktische overwegingen 
en ziet wel wat er gebeurt in de toekomst, terwijl de ander samen met 
zijn partner een kind gekregen heeft en al jaren ongehuwd samenwoont. 
In de laatste situatie zijn de partners waarschijnlijk veel sterker aan elkaar 
verbonden –praktisch, juridisch en emotioneel– dan in de eerste situatie. 
Een idee voor verder onderzoek is dan ook om een statische indeling in 
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relatiestatussen te vervangen door een continuüm van verbondenheid, 
waarbij rekening gehouden wordt met de verbondenheid van de partners 
en de toekomstverwachtingen, naast de feitelijke leefsituatie.
Voor het verklaren van de langetermijneffecten van relaties en de 
ontwikkelingen van welbevinden over de tijd, is de set-pointtheorie als 
theoretisch kader gebruikt. Deze theorie wordt maar ten dele bevestigd 
door onze empirische resultaten. Er is wel sprake van een aanpassingseffect 
na een transitie in het relatiedomein, waardoor de initiële verandering in 
welbevinden deels teniet wordt gedaan, maar dit is een zeer langdurig 
proces. Echter, het is zeer goed mogelijk dat er een blijvende verandering is. 
Dit geldt zowel voor positieve als negatieve transities. De veronderstelling 
dat welbevinden op de lange termijn een stabiel patroon vertoont, is 
dus te kort door de bocht. Een stabiel patroon is weliswaar het meest 
voorkomende patroon, maar de meerderheid van de jongvolwassenen heeft 
een veranderend patroon. Een derde veronderstelling is dat persoonlijkheid 
een bepalende invloed heeft op welbevinden. Wij vonden echter dat 
persoonseigenschappen wel directe invloed hebben op het welbevinden, 
maar dat ze niet het patroon van welbevinden over langere tijd bepalen. Hun 
invloed lijkt vooral in indirecte beïnvloeding te liggen door bijvoorbeeld 
het effect van relaties op welbevinden te modereren. Deze mogelijkheid 
van indirecte beïnvloeding is wel genoemd in aangepaste versies van 
de set-pointtheorie, maar het belang van transities moet niet onderschat 
worden. Het is goed mogelijk dat de wederzijdse beïnvloeding tussen 
persoonlijkheid en transities veel subtieler en vergaander is dan wij hier 
hebben kunnen laten zien. Verder onderzoek zal dit moeten uitwijzen. 

Factoren die effecten van relatietransities op welbevinden verklaren
Ook het onderzoek naar de verklaringen van de relatie-effecten is vooral 
gedaan door gehuwden met ongehuwden te vergelijken. In de literatuur 
worden een aantal verklaringen genoemd voor het hogere welbevinden van 
die gehuwden. Ten eerste hebben gehuwden meer materiële hulpbronnen. 
Omdat de partners een huishouden delen, profiteren ze van schaalvoordelen. 
Het is immers goedkoper om samen een huishouden te voeren dan alleen. 
Bovendien blijkt dat gehuwden ook een hoger inkomen verdienen. Een 
tweede verklaring is dat partners elkaar stimuleren om zich gezonder te 
gaan gedragen. Ze gaan bijvoorbeeld eerder naar de dokter en drinken 
minder alcohol. Dit verklaart vooral waarom gehuwden gezonder zijn en 
langer leven, en gezondheid is positief gerelateerd aan welbevinden. Een 
derde verklaring, die zeker niet de minst belangrijke zou zijn, is dat een 
partner allerlei sociale hulpbronnen kan bieden, zoals praktische hulp, een 
schouder om op te huilen, intimiteit, leuke uitstapjes enzovoorts.
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De hulpbronnentheorie omvat eigenlijk al deze verklaringen, omdat ze elk 
verwijzen naar een toename in het aantal hulpbronnen. Op basis van deze 
hulpbronnentheorie hadden we daarom verwacht dat het krijgen van een 
relatie, of het maken van de stap naar een relatie met meer verbondenheid 
tot een stijging zou leiden in de beschikbaarheid van hulpbronnen. Het 
verbreken van een relatie gaat gepaard met een sterke daling van het 
aantal beschikbare hulpbronnen. Deze stijging of daling wordt volgens 
de hulpbronnentheorie gevolgd door een stijging, respectievelijk daling, 
in het niveau van welbevinden. Naast een verklarende werking van de 
hulpbronnen hadden we ook verwacht dat de hulpbronnen de grootte 
van het effect van relaties zou beïnvloeden, een modererend effect. 
Het kan bijvoorbeeld zo zijn dat singles meer afhankelijk zijn van de 
beschikbaarheid van niet-partnergerelateerde hulpbronnen en dat die een 
groter effect hebben op welbevinden voor singles dan voor mensen met 
een partner. Ook is het mogelijk dat wanneer iemand over hulpbronnen 
beschikt, de partner hem of haar kan stimuleren om meer hulpbronnen te 
vergaren. Dit is Hobfoll’s ‘resource caravan’ effect, de kettingreactie van 
hulpbronnen.

In onze studies hebben we de effecten van materiële, persoonlijke en sociale 
hulpbronnen bekeken. Deze hulpbronnen blijken ongeveer 25-32% van 
de verschillen tussen relatietypen te verklaren. Vooral het hebben van een 
baan, de inkomenssituatie, en sociale integratie –gemeten met religieuze 
participatie– blijken belangrijke verklarende variabelen te zijn. Andere 
sociale hulpbronnen, zoals sociale steun, kunnen de relatie-effecten niet 
verklaren, ofschoon we wel verwacht hadden dat juist deze een belangrijke 
meerwaarde van een relatie zouden zijn. Persoonlijke hulpbronnen, zoals 
een gevoel van eigenwaarde en emotionele stabiliteit verklaren een klein 
gedeelte van de verschillen tussen relatietypen. 

Opvallend is dat ook het verschil in welbevinden tussen samenwonenden 
en gehuwden verklaard kan worden door materiële hulpbronnen, ofschoon 
de leefsituatie van deze twee groepen sterk vergelijkbaar is; beide wonen 
samen met een partner. Waarschijnlijk vinden we toch een effect hiervan, 
omdat samenwonenden meer dan gehuwden gericht zijn op financiële 
onafhankelijkheid en gelijkheid. Daarom kan bijvoorbeeld het hebben van 
een baan belangrijker zijn voor samenwonenden dan voor gehuwden. 
Er zijn ook een aantal modererende effecten gevonden. Jongvolwassenen 
zonder vaste dagelijkse activiteit zoals werk of scholing, zijn minder 
gelukkig, behalve als ze getrouwd zijn. Ook is het welbevinden van de 
ene partner hoger als de andere partner een baan heeft, mits de partners 
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samenwonen of getrouwd zijn. Verder kunnen persoonlijke hulpbronnen 
een buffer vormen tegen somberheid: minder emotioneel stabiel zijn heeft 
voor singles een sterker negatief effect op hun welbevinden dan voor 
mensen met een partner. En de effecten van het starten en beëindigen van 
een relatie zijn kleiner voor meer extraverte mensen. 

Onze resultaten zijn voor het grootste deel in overeenstemming met 
Hobfoll’s hulpbronnentheorie. Zowel een stijging als een daling in de 
hoeveelheid hulpbronnen is gekoppeld aan een soortgelijke verandering 
van welbevinden. Een verlies van hulpbronnen, door bijvoorbeeld een 
relatieverbreking, heeft inderdaad een groter effect dan het verkrijgen van 
nieuwe hulpbronnen, zoals in de theorie wordt verondersteld. Ook lijkt 
er een kettingreactie-effect te zijn van de hulpbronnen: mensen die meer 
hulpbronnen hebben om mee te beginnen, hebben ook meer mogelijkheden 
om hun hoeveelheid hulpbronnen te vergroten. Dit effect behoeft echter 
nog verder onderzoek. 

De theorie is goed bruikbaar voor het verklaren van de relatie-effecten 
voor welbevinden, omdat veel eerder genoemde verklaringen in een 
breder theoretisch kader worden gezet. Dit is echter ook het nadeel van 
deze theorie: hij is niet direct bedoeld voor partnerrelaties en geeft niet aan 
welke hulpbronnen belangrijk zijn in welke situaties en welke direct of 
indirect effect zullen hebben. 

Naast de hulpbronnen kunnen ook andere transities gevolgen hebben voor 
de effecten van partnerrelaties op welbevinden. Het krijgen van het eerste 
kind hangt sterk samen met relatietransities, omdat het overgrote deel van 
de kinderen nog steeds binnen een samenwoonrelatie of huwelijk geboren 
wordt. De transitie naar ouderschap blijkt een positieve transitie te zijn voor 
mensen die samenleven; jonge ouders zijn gelukkiger na de geboorte van 
hun eerste kind. Voor alleenstaande ouders is de transitie naar ouderschap 
echter een bron van levensontevredenheid. 

Om nog meer inzicht te krijgen in de invloed van relatietransities op 
welbevinden, zou het interessant zijn om ook naar relatiekwaliteit te kijken. 
Uit onderzoek is gebleken dat relatiekwaliteit onafhankelijke effecten heeft 
van relatiestatus, maar wellicht zijn sociale hulpbronnen belangrijker voor 
de kwaliteit van de relatie dan voor het effect van het hebben van een 
relatie. Echter, de data die wij gebruikt hebben bevatten geen informatie 
hierover. Dit is wel een interessante vraag voor toekomstig onderzoek.
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Relaties in een internationale context
Een belangrijke ontwikkeling in het familiedomein is het groeiende aantal 
jongvolwassenen dat ongehuwd samenwoont. Deze ontwikkeling gaat 
echter niet in alle Europese landen even snel. Er zijn grote verschillen 
tussen landen met betrekking tot het aantal mensen dat ooit samenwoont, 
en in de attitude ten opzichte van samenwonen. Deze twee zaken gebruiken 
wij als indicatoren van de mate van institutionalisering (Cherlin, 2004), 
de mate waarin samenwonen ingebed is in de samenleving. Onze vierde 
onderzoeksvraag was dan ook wat de invloed zou zijn van de nationale 
context op de effecten van relatietransities. Specifiek hebben we 
onderzocht of er nog een verschil in welbevinden bestaat tussen gehuwden 
en samenwonenden wanneer samenwonen goed geïnstitutionaliseerd is. 
Voor het beantwoorden van deze vraag hebben we de data gebruikt van 
dertig Europese landen die deelgenomen hebben aan het European Social 
Survey.

Het blijkt dat in de meeste landen gehuwden inderdaad gelukkiger zijn dan 
ongehuwd samenwonenden. In Nederland en een paar andere landen is er 
echter nauwelijks verschil. Een groot deel van dit verschil in welbevinden 
is ook in deze Europese landen het gevolg van verschillen tussen 
samenwonenden en gehuwden in de hoeveelheid materiële hulpbronnen, 
zoals inkomen, werk- en opleidingsniveau, waarover zij beschikken. 
Daarnaast is er sprake van selectie in het huwelijk op basis van de mate van 
religieuze participatie. Religie houdt positief verband met welbevinden. 
Gehuwden zijn religieuzer dan samenwonenden en daardoor gelukkiger. 

De belangrijkste bevinding is dat de grootte van het verschil in welbevinden 
tussen samenwoners en gehuwden tussen verschillende landen niet te maken 
heeft met verschillen in de samenstelling van deze twee groepen, maar 
wel met de mate van institutionalisering van de leefvorm samenwonen. In 
een land waarin samenwonen geaccepteerd is en velen hiervoor kiezen is 
het verschil in welbevinden tussen gehuwden en samenwoners kleiner dan 
in een land waar samenwonen weinig geïnstitutionaliseerd is. Dit komt 
waarschijnlijk doordat samenwonenden in het eerste type land minder 
door hun sociale omgeving bekritiseerd worden. Aangezien het aantal 
samenwonenden in de meeste landen stijgt, is het te verwachten dat de 
verschillen in welbevinden tussen samenwonenden en gehuwden in de 
toekomst alleen maar kleiner worden of misschien zelfs verdwijnen. 
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Conclusies
Onze belangrijke conclusies zijn, ten eerste, dat de Nederlandse 
jongvolwassenen gemiddeld genomen gelukkig zijn met hun leven, 
ongeacht of ze wel of niet een relatie hebben. Dit niveau van welbevinden 
kan echter voor individuen veranderen in de loop der jaren. De richting van 
deze verandering hangt af van het al dan niet meemaken van belangrijke 
transities, en in mindere mate van persoonlijkheidstrekken.

Ten tweede, het starten van een verkering leidt tot een stijging in geluk. 
De stap van verkering naar samenwonen geeft een extra stuk geluk en 
ook het huwelijk voegt een beetje extra geluk toe. Opnieuw is aangetoond 
dat mensen zich over het algemeen veel minder gelukkig voelen als een 
relatie verbroken wordt. Ook op termijn van jaren zijn de effecten van het 
starten en verbreken van een samenwoonrelatie zichtbaar. Deze positieve 
effecten zijn deels te verklaren doordat mensen met een partner over meer 
financiële, persoonlijke en sociale hulpbronnen beschikken.

Ten derde, de initiële stijging in geluk na de start van het ongehuwd 
samenwonen of een huwelijk verdwijnt langzaam in de jaren daarna. 
Echter, mensen met een partner blijven toch in het voordeel ten opzichte 
van singles. Deze laatste groep wordt namelijk gemiddeld langzamerhand 
iets minder gelukkig als ze ouder worden en partnerloos blijven. 

Ten slotte, ondanks het dalend aantal huwelijken en de groei in alternatieve 
relatievormen blijkt het huwelijk nog steeds belangrijk te zijn voor 
het jongvolwassenen. Het verschil in welbevinden met ongehuwd 
samenwonenden is echter niet groot, en in landen waar samenwonen meer 
ingeburgerd is, is dit verschil nog kleiner. 
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