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Marriage and separation risks among German
cohabiters: Differences between types of cohabiters1

5.1. Introduction
1RZDGD\VWKHPDMRULW\RI\RXQJDGXOWVH[SHULHQFHRQHRUPRUHVSHOOVRI
cohabitation, and cohabitation increasingly takes over functions that were
traditionally reserved for marriage, most notably childbearing (Kiernan,
2001; Raley, 2001; Sobotka and Toulemon, 2008; Wu et al., 2001). This
KDV IXHOHG WKH VFLHQWL¿F GHEDWH RQ WKH UROH RI FRKDELWDWLRQ LQ WKH XQLRQ
formation process. This debate has often circled around the question whether
cohabitation can be understood as a stage in the marriage process or as an
alternative to marriage. Prior research has found that most cohabiters intend
to marry (Bumpass, Sweet and Cherlin, 1991; Guzzo, 2009) and do so within
DOLPLWHGSHULRGRIWLPH %URZQ0RRUVDQG%HUQKDUGW 0DUULDJH
remains an important goal in the lives of many people and is postponed
rather than foregone altogether (Noack et al 2WKHUVKDYHDUJXHGWKDW
cohabitation challenges the hegemony of the legal and social institution of
marriage as it increasingly enters the sphere of reproduction (Smock, 2000).
Marriage seems increasingly decoupled from the childbearing process which
suggests that cohabitation becomes more relevant as a permanent alternative
to marriage (Heuveline and Timberlake, 2004; Kiernan, 2001; Perelli-Harris
et al., 2012).
Most studies on cohabitation treated cohabitation as a homogeneous
phenomenon. In this study, however, we started from the assumption that
cohabitation may mean a different thing to different people. The ways in
which cohabiters conceptualize their union and attach meaning to it might
explain why some cohabiters proceed to marriage whereas others break up.
Therefore, this study examined whether the meaning cohabiters attach to their
XQLRQLVUHODWHGWRKRZWKH\OHDYHWKHVHXQLRQV±E\PDUU\LQJRUVHSDUDWLQJ
2XU¿UVWUHVHDUFKTXHVWLRQZDV,VWKHPHDQLQJWKDWFRKDELWHUVDWWDFKWRWKHLU
union associated with the transition to marriage and separation, and if so,
KRZGRWKHYDULRXVPHDQLQJVRIFRKDELWDWLRQGLIIHUIURPHDFKRWKHU"
The meaning that cohabiters attach to their union as well as its association
with subsequent marriage or separation may depend on the social and
1
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cultural context. In contexts where cohabitation is widespread, cohabitation
has been found to be increasingly favored as a normative step in the transition
to marriage (Liefbroer and Billari, 2010). In Scandinavian countries,
for instance, a marriage that is not preceded by cohabitation constitutes a
marginal behavior that is practiced almost exclusively by individuals with
particular religious convictions (Hoem and Hoem, 1988). In contexts where
cohabitation is not that common, cohabitation will constitute a deviant
behavior. In such a context, cohabiters are likely to be a selective group of
individuals. Consequently, the meanings attached to cohabitation and their
associations with marriage and separation might differ between contexts in
which many people cohabit and contexts where cohabitation is marginal
(Kiernan, 2002a).
Germany is an interesting case to study contextual variation in the meaning of
cohabitation and its association with relationship transitions. Despite aligned
LQVWLWXWLRQDODQGSROLWLFDOFRQGLWLRQVVLQFHWKH*HUPDQUHXQL¿FDWLRQLQ
Eastern and Western Germany differ in the prevalence of childbearing
within cohabitation (Huinink, Kreyenfeld and Trappe, 2012). Moreover,
cohabiters in Western Germany are more likely to marry than their Eastern
German counterparts (Kreyenfeld and Konietzka, 2005). Cohabiting unions
in Eastern Germany have also been found to be more stable than those in
Western Germany (Bastin, Kreyenfeld and Schnor, 2012). This suggests
that cohabitation is more diffused and socially accepted in Eastern than in
Western Germany (Heuveline and Timberlake, 2004; Kiernan, 2001). Our
second research question therefore was: Do Eastern and Western Germans
attach different meanings to cohabitation, and does the association between
the meaning of cohabitation and the transition to marriage and separation
GLIIHUEHWZHHQ(DVWDQG:HVW"
We used survey data from the German Family Panel (Pairfam) and the
supplementary study “Demographic differences in the life course dynamics
in Eastern and Western Germany” (DemoDiff). These surveys allowed us to
follow cohabiters over a period of two to three years. We examine Eastern
and Western German cohabiting men and women born between 1971 and
 DQG EHWZHHQ  DQG  7R DQVZHU RXU UHVHDUFK TXHVWLRQV ZH
constructed a typology of the meaning of cohabitation and assessed its
association with marriage and separation by means of competing risk
analysis, controlling for other relevant demographic and socio-economic
characteristics of the population.

Marriage and separation risks among German cohabiters

129

5.2. Theoretical framework
5.2.1.
The meanings of cohabitation
Two prominent views on cohabitation have been put forward in the
literature: cohabitation as a stage in the marriage process and cohabitation
DVDQDOWHUQDWLYHWRPDUULDJH$FFRUGLQJWRWKH¿UVWSHUVSHFWLYHFRKDELWDWLRQ
has become a normative intermediate step on the way to marriage, which
remains a highly valued institution. Cohabitation may be a transitory stage
in the marriage process for three different reasons (Hiekel et al., 2012). First,
cohabitation can be considered a form of engagement or the last phase of
courtship, and thus be viewed as a prelude to marriage in which plans to get
married are present (Bianchi and Casper, 2000; Brown and Booth, 1996). It
is expected that cohabiters will marry within a relatively short period of time
%URZQ0RRUVDQG%HUQKDUGW 
6HFRQG FRKDELWHUV ±DOWKRXJK HQYLVDJLQJ PDUU\LQJ RQH GD\± PLJKW QRW
feel ready yet to marry. Some cohabiters may want to test their relationship
¿UVWDQG¿QGRXWZKHWKHU WKH GDWLQJSDUWQHU LV D VXLWDEOH SRWHQWLDO VSRXVH
%XPSDVV DQG 6ZHHW  .OLM]LQJ  6HOW]HU   &RKDELWDWLRQ
is then seen as an ideal testing ground for marriage because it offers all
the advantages of co-residence without having yet to commit to marital
expectations (Clarkberg et al., 1995) as well as a guarantee of relatively
easy way out if the relationship does not work. Others might not feel ready
yet to marry because their economic situation prevents them from getting
married at this time (Baizán and Martín-García, 2006; Gibson-Davis, 2009;
Gibson-Davis et al.DOPLMQ.UDYGDO +LJKZHGGLQJ
costs might be a reason to postpone marriage (Kravdal, 1997; Manning and
6PRFN EXWDOVRVWXG\HQUROOPHQWRUWKHDEVHQFHRIMREVHFXULW\PLJKW
be perceived as incompatible with the idea of getting married (Clarkberg,
2SSHQKHLPHU 
Third, cohabiters may hold indifferent or negative attitudes towards the
institution of marriage, but still envisage marrying in the future (Hiekel et
al., 2012). Institutional theories have stressed the role of social pressure to
conform to social norms in explaining the persistence and continued popularity
of marriage in contemporary societies (Cherlin, 2004). Cohabiters in this
category plan to marry in order to please their family, friends or society in
general. In addition, economic theories of marriage have generally portrayed
PDUULDJHDVDUDWLRQDOFKRLFHWKDWLVSXUVXHGZKHQWKHEHQH¿WVGHULYHGIURP
PDUULDJHDUHKLJKHUWKDQWKHEHQH¿WVRIVWD\LQJXQPDUULHG7KHVHFRKDELWHUV
thus intend to marry for practical reasons (i.e. taxation laws, child custody
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laws, etc.) despite their indifferent or negative opinion about the institution
of marriage. This group of cohabiters has been labeled “conformists” and
has been found to behave similar to cohabiters viewing cohabitation as a
prelude to marriage, for instance in terms of fertility intentions (Hiekel and
&DVWUR0DUWtQ 
The view of cohabitation as an alternative to marriage implies that cohabitation
takes over the role and function of the institution of marriage. Instead of as
a step on the way to marriage, cohabitation is regarded as an “end in itself”.
Two main reasons have been distinguished in the literature. First, cohabiters
PD\ UHMHFW PDUULDJH DV D FXOWXUDO LGHDO 7KH\ PLJKW YLHZ PDUULDJH DV DQ
unwarranted interference of the church or the state in their private life or feel
otherwise ideologically opposed to the institution of marriage and hence,
view cohabitation as a permanent alternative to marriage. They might also
view marriage as a bourgeois or outdated institution (Brown and Booth,
1996).
Second, cohabiters may not want to marry because they consider getting
PDUULDJH DV LUUHOHYDQW 7KLV YLHZ GRHV QRW LPSO\ UHMHFWLRQ EXW UDWKHU
indifference towards the institution of marriage (Heuveline and Timberlake,
2004; Kiernan, 2001). These couples tend to have neutral attitudes towards
the institution of marriage, but they do not perceive any added value of
formalizing their relationship. They believe that marriage is “a piece of
paper” that would not make any difference for their commitment towards
their partner.
,QVXPZHGLVWLQJXLVK¿YHGLIIHUHQWPHDQLQJVRIFRKDELWDWLRQFRKDELWDWLRQ
as a prelude to marriage, as an indication of not being ready yet to marry, as a
way to conform, as a refusal of marriage, and cohabitation because marriage
is considered irrelevant.
5.2.2.

The meaning of cohabitation and its association with relationship
transitions
Based on theoretical considerations, we formulate hypotheses on the
relationship between different cohabitation types and the propensity to marry
or to separate, respectively. We rank the types of cohabitation hierarchically,
ranging from the cohabitation type with the highest to the one with the lowest
expected likelihood to marry (+\SRWKHVLV) and to separate (+\SRWKHVLV)
during the observation period.
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The transition to marriage. Cohabiters who view their union as a prelude
to marriage are already contemplating marriage. They might thus be most
likely to marry relatively quickly. Conformists also plan to marry, but they
do not share the positive attitudes with cohabiters viewing cohabitation
as a prelude to marriage. They might be somewhat less likely to marry as
their marital intentions are not in accordance with their attitudes towards
the institution of marriage. Some of the cohabiters who are not ready yet to
marry are in the process of evaluating their relationship and their relationship
commitment is thus expected to be on average lower than that of cohabiters
in the previous types of cohabitation. Others might still prioritize graduation,
consolidation in the labor market or the accession of material prosperity
instead of institutionalizing their unions. Therefore, this group might be less
likely to transform a cohabiting union into a marriage compared to cohabiters
in the prelude to marriage or the conformist group. Cohabiters who refuse
the institution of marriage might be very unlikely to transform their union
into a marriage as this would contradict their expressed attitudes towards
marriage and their lack of intentions to marry. The transition patterns to
marriage might be similar for cohabiters who consider marriage irrelevant
as they also lack intentions to marry and do not highly value the institution
of marriage. It is however interesting to explore differences between both
groups because cohabiters who consider marriage irrelevant are less driven
E\LGHRORJLFDORSSRVLWLRQWRPDUULDJHWKDQFRKDELWHUVZKRUHMHFWPDUULDJH,Q
sum, we expect cohabiters who view their union as a prelude to marriage to
have the highest risk of marriage, closely followed by conformists and then
cohabiters who do not feel ready yet to marry, whereas we expect cohabiters
who refuse the institution of marriage or consider it irrelevant to marry to
have the lowest risk of marriage (+\SRWKHVLV).
The transition to separation. Among cohabiters who are in the process of
testing their relationship, “bad matches” that are particularly fragile might
be overrepresented. Furthermore, qualitative research has shown that
economic hardship puts a lot of strains on couples, which increases union
instability (Smock et al., 2005). Cohabiters who feel not ready yet to marry
therefore might be more likely to dissolve their union than any other type of
cohabitation. Cohabiters who refuse the institution of marriage might also
UHMHFWDERXUJHRLVOLIHVW\OHLQJHQHUDOVXFKDVDOLIHORQJUHODWLRQVKLSZLWK
RQHDQGWKHVDPHSDUWQHU7KHUHIRUHWKH\PLJKWKDYH±DOWKRXJKWRDOHVVHU
H[WHQWWKDQWKHSUHYLRXVJURXS±KLJKHURGGVWRVHSDUDWHWKDQFRKDELWHUVZKR
are contemplating marriage. The same might be true for cohabiters who
consider marriage irrelevant. Cohabiters who view marriage as a prelude
WR PDUULDJH RU ZKR DUH FODVVL¿HG DV EHLQJ FRQIRUPLVW PD\ EH OHDVW OLNHO\
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to separate, because they have concrete plans to institutionalize their union
and may already consider exiting their union as very costly. In sum, we
expect cohabiters who are not yet ready to marry to have the highest risk of
separation, followed by cohabiters who either refuse marriage or consider it
irrelevant to marry, whereas we expect cohabiters viewing their union as a
SUHOXGHWRPDUULDJHRUZKRDUHFODVVL¿HGDVFRQIRUPLVWVWRKDYHWKHORZHVW
risk of separation (+\SRWKHVLV).
5.2.3.
'LIIHUHQFHVEHWZHHQ(DVWHUQDQG:HVWHUQ*HUPDQ\
The social and cultural context in Eastern and Western Germany might
differ with regard to how cohabiters attach meaning to their union and how
this meaning is related to the transition to marriage or separation. Such
GLIIHUHQFHV PLJKW DW OHDVW WR VRPH H[WHQW UHÀHFW WKH GLIIHUHQW KLVWRU\ RI
unmarried cohabitation in both parts of Germany. Unmarried cohabitation
ZDV LOOHJDO LQ IRUPHU :HVW *HUPDQ\ ±WKH )HGHUDO 5HSXEOLF RI *HUPDQ\
)5* ± XQWLO  DQG WKXV YHU\ PDUJLQDOO\ SUDFWLFHG ,Q IRUPHU (DVW
*HUPDQ\±WKH*HUPDQ'HPRFUDWLF5HSXEOLF *'5 ±E\FRQWUDVWXQPDUULHG
cohabitation was socially accepted and either viewed as a stage preceding
marriage or as an alternative to it. Certain family policies even encouraged
FRXSOHVWRSRVWSRQHPDUULDJHXQWLODWOHDVWDIWHUWKH¿UVWFKLOGZDVERUQDV
they privileged unmarried mothers by permitting a one-year paid maternity
OHDYHIRUWKHLU¿UVWFKLOG IRUPDUULHGZRPHQLWZDVRQO\JUDQWHGIRUWKH
second child) as well as preferential treatment in the allocation of day care
places (Kreyenfeld, Konietzka and Walke, 2011a).
Having learnt from the previous generations’ behavior that cohabitation
can take over a lot of functions traditionally reserved for marriage and the
institution of marriage being an instrument with which the state interfered into
private lives, cohabiting Eastern Germans nowadays might more frequently
view their union as an alternative to marriage, either because they refuse
its institution or consider it no more than a piece of paper. Western German
cohabiters by contrast might enter cohabitation more frequently with the
idea that cohabitation is inferior to marriage. They therefore might more
frequently view cohabitation as a prelude to marriage or a testing ground,
the former expected to be strongly associated with marriage, the latter with
separation. Moreover, Western German cohabiters might experience more
social pressure to proceed to marriage, regardless of how important they
think marriage is. As a consequence, conformism is expected to be more
SUHYDOHQW DPRQJ FRKDELWHUV LQ :HVWHUQ *HUPDQ\ 2XU ¿UVW K\SRWKHVLV RQ
East-West differences therefore is: Cohabiters in Eastern Germany are
expected to more frequently view their union as an alternative to marriage,
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whereas Western German cohabiters are expected to more frequently
view their union as a stage in the marriage process (+\SRWKHVLV D).
In addition, differences could exist in the association between the meaning
of cohabitation and subsequent relationship transitions between Eastern
and Western Germany. In a context where there is a strong preference for
marriage, cohabiters are likely to feel more normative pressure to institutionalize their union through marriage, regardless which meaning they attach
to their union. Recent qualitative research shows that cohabitation is socially
more disapproved of as a long term alternative to marriage in Western
Germany, particularly when having children is envisaged (Klärner, 2012).
This is particularly relevant for cohabiters who cohabit as an alternative to
marriage as their lack of marriage plans and their indifferent or negative
attitudes towards marriage are inconsistent with the predominant view on
cohabitation and marriage. When cohabitation is largely viewed as inferior
to marriage, cohabiting unions might also be more fragile, regardless which
meaning is attached to it. Our second hypothesis on East-West differences
thus is: Compared to Eastern German cohabiters, the various meanings
of cohabitation for Western German cohabiters are expected to be more
similar to the most marriage-prone type of cohabitation, i.e., the prelude
to marriage-type, in their association with the transition to marriage and
more similar to the most separation-prone type of cohabitation, i.e. the
trial marriage-type in their association with the transition to separation
(+\SRWKHVLVE).
5.3. Methods
5.3.1.
Study design and sample
The study used survey data from three waves of the German family panel
“Panel analysis of intimate relationships and family dynamics” (Pairfam)
(Nauck et al., 2012). Pairfam, conducted annually, is a national sample of
the German population (Eastern and Western Germany) that is representative
RIWKUHHELUWKFRKRUWVDQG +XLQLQNet al.,
 7KH¿UVWZDYHZDVFRQGXFWHGLQZLWKUHVSRQGHQWV
UHVSRQVH UDWH RI   RI ZKLFK  ZHUH UHLQWHUYLHZHG LQ  DQG
7,901 were re-interviewed in 2010. A detailed description of the study can
be found in Huinink et al. (2011).We additionally used data from the study
“Demographic differences in life course dynamics in Eastern and Western
Germany” (DemoDiff) that has been conceptualized as a supplementary
study to the German family panel and utilizes a largely identical set of
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LQVWUXPHQWV7KH¿UVWZDYHRIDemoDiffZDVODXQFKHGRQH\HDUDIWHUWKH¿UVW
wave of Pairfam and adds 1,489 respondents living in former East Germany
(response rate of 29%) to the two oldest Pairfam FRKRUWV RI ZKLFK 
respondents have been re-interviewed in 2010/11. At the time when this
study was prepared, the DemoDiff data was only available for two waves
(Kreyenfeld et al., 2011b). For our study, we included women and men born
EHWZHHQDQGDVZHOODVEHWZHHQDQGZKR±DWWKHWLPH
RI WKH ¿UVW ZDYH± OLYHG ZLWK DQ RSSRVLWH VH[ SDUWQHU WR ZKRP WKH\ ZHUH
not married. Our total analytical sample encompasses 1,278 individuals, of
ZKLFKZHUHERUQLQIRUPHU(DVW*HUPDQ\DQGZHUHERUQLQIRUPHU
West Germany.
5.3.2.
Measures
&RUHYDULDEOHVRIPHDQLQJRIFRKDELWDWLRQ. Our main independent variable
is a typology, constructed by using two indicators, namely (1) attitudes
towards the institution of marriage and (2) intentions to marry. By doing so
we, we build on previous work (Hiekel et al. 7KH¿UVWLQGLFDWRUXVHG
to unravel the different types of cohabitation is how cohabiters think about
the social institution of marriage. The attitude that cohabiters hold towards
the institution of marriage is likely to be intertwined with how important it
might be for them to get married or, in other words, how they conceptualize
their own cohabitating union in relation to marriage. Cohabiters who do not
value the institution of marriage might be less likely themselves to make the
transition to marriage than those who are in favor of marriage. Respondents
have been asked to what extent they personally agree or disagree with
the statement “You should get married if you permanently live with your
partner”. The 5-point scale ranges from 1 = disagree completely to 5 = agree
completely and the additional answer category “don’t know”. Respondents
ZLWKYDOXHVRUDUHFODVVL¿HGDVGLVDJUHHLQJWKDWPDUULDJHLVDQLPSRUWDQW
social institution. Respondents with a value 4 or 5 are considered to consider
PDUULDJH DQ LPSRUWDQW VRFLDO LQVWLWXWLRQ DQG UHVSRQGHQWV ZLWK D YDOXH 
RU ³GRQ¶W NQRZ´ DUH FODVVL¿HG DV EHLQJ LQGLIIHUHQW LQ WKHLU RSLQLRQ DERXW
marriage.
The second indicator used to distinguish different types of cohabitation is the
intention to get married in the near future. Cohabiters with intentions to marry
have been found to be four times as likely to actually marry compared to
cohabiters without such intentions (Manning and Smock, 2002). The absence
of intentions to marry can mean different things: someone is not ready yet
to marry, ideologically refuses marriage or does not consider marriage to be
relevant. Cohabiters were asked: “Are you and [name of partner] planning
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WRJHWPDUULHGZLWKLQWKHQH[WPRQWKV"´5HVSRQGHQWVZKRDQVZHU³\HV
GH¿QLWHO\´DQG³\HVSHUKDSV´DUHFRQVLGHUHGWRKDYHPDUULDJHSODQV7KRVH
ZKRUHVSRQGHG³QR´SUREDEO\QRW´DQG³QRGH¿QLWHO\QRW´DVZHOODVWKRVH
answering “don’t know” and “we haven’t discussed that yet” are considered
not having intentions to marry. An overview of the distribution of the
indicators can be found in the annex of this chapter in 7DEOH$QQH[$D.
%\FRPELQLQJWKHVHWZRLQGLFDWRUVZHFDQGLVWLQJXLVK¿YHW\SHVRIFRKDELWHUV
as illustrated in Table 5.1: Cohabiters who hold positive attitudes towards the
LQVWLWXWLRQ RI PDUULDJH DQG ZKR LQWHQG WR PDUU\ DUH FODVVL¿HG DV YLHZLQJ
cohabitation as a prelude to marriage. Cohabiters who agree that marriage is
important but who do not intend to marry in the near future are considered
not being ready yet to marry. Our data do not allow an empirical distinction
between those who are not ready yet because they view cohabitation as a
trial marriage and those who feel economic barriers to marry. Cohabiters
who hold indifferent or negative attitudes towards marriage but nevertheless
UHSRUW LQWHQWLRQV WR PDUU\ DUH FODVVL¿HG DV FRQIRUPLVWV &RKDELWHUV ZLWK
QHJDWLYHDWWLWXGHVWRZDUGVPDUULDJHZKRGRQRWLQWHQGWRPDUU\DUHFODVVL¿HG
DVUHMHFWLQJWKHLQVWLWXWLRQRIPDUULDJH)LQDOO\WKRVHZKRKROGDQLQGLIIHUHQW
attitude towards marriage and do not intend to marry are considered as
viewing marriage as being irrelevant.
Born in Western Germany. In order to compare Eastern and Western
German cohabiters, we use an indicator whether the respondent was born
in Western Germany. We note a large overlap between region of birth and
region of residence. In case of within-country migration after birth, it is more
frequently that Eastern Germans have moved to Western Germany than the
RWKHUZD\DURXQG3OHDVHQRWHWKDWIURPWKHUHVSRQGHQWVFODVVL¿HGDV
being born in former Western Germany moved to Germany after their birth,
Table 5.1. A typology of different meanings of cohabitation based on two
indicators
Positive attitudes
Intentions to marry
towards marriage
Prelude to marriage
yes
yes
Not ready to marry
yes
no
Conformist
no, undecided
yes
Refusal of marriage
no
no
Marriage is irrelevant
undecided
no
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mainly from countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Respondents born
outside Germany more often live in Western Germany. Additional analysis
showed that the results presented here would not change if we would have
used place of residence rather than place of birth or if we would have dropped
respondents born outside Germany from the analysis (results available upon
request).
&RQWUROYDULDEOHV To avoid a spurious relationship between our explanatory
variable and the transition to marriage and separation, we controlled for
several characteristics: union duration, age, age at union formation, level
of education attainment, employment, gender, prior marriage, child(ren)
with current partner, child(ren) with a prior partner and religiosity. Union
duration and age were time-varying covariates and measured monthly. All
RWKHU FKDUDFWHULVWLFV ZHUH WLPHFRQVWDQW DQG PHDVXUHG DW ¿UVW LQWHUYLHZ
Union duration was measured in months since the couple started living
together and was updated monthly and mean-centered. The age in years
DWXQLRQIRUPDWLRQPLJKWLQÀXHQFHWKHWLPLQJRIWKHWUDQVLWLRQWRPDUULDJH
and separation, independent from union duration given age norms related to
family transitions (Settersten and Hagestad, 1996). The level of education
DWWDLQPHQWZDVJHQHUDWHGEDVHGRQWKH,QWHUQDWLRQDO6WDQGDUG&ODVVL¿FDWLRQ
of Education (UNESCO, 2006). We distinguish three levels: Low, medium,
DQG KLJK 7KH ¿UVW FDWHJRU\ JURXSV SHRSOH ZLWK SULPDU\ DQG ORZHU
secondary education, the second category comprises upper secondary and
post-secondary non-university education and the third category includes all
levels of university education. Regarding employment status, we distinguish
between fulltime employment, part-time employment, no employment,
and enrolled in education. Employed and self-employed respondents with
ZHHNO\ZRUNLQJKRXUVRIKRXUVDQGPRUHDUHFRQVLGHUHGEHLQJIXOOWLPH
HPSOR\HGZLWKOHVVWKDQKRXUVEHLQJFRQVLGHUHGSDUWWLPHHPSOR\HG7KH
category “not employed” comprises all respondents enrolled in vocational
training, who are unemployed, doing internships, in occasional, marginal and
irregular employment, housewives, disabled respondents and those on leave.
As male and female employment patterns in Germany differ, we combined
the information on employment status with gender of the respondent.
German women are much more likely to work part time than their male
FRXQWHUSDUWV,QGHHGZH¿QGYHU\IHZPHQEHLQJSDUWWLPHHPSOR\HG Q  
For men, we therefore collapse the categories part time employed and not
employed. We consider those respondents as previously married, who report
being legally divorced from a previous partner or who are still married to
a previous partner. Having children with a cohabiting partner might be an
expression of not viewing marriage as a prerequisite for having a child. For
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each biological child of the respondent, information is collected whether
the current partner is the biological parent. We distinguish cohabiters who
KDYH DW OHDVW RQH MRLQW FKLOG ZLWK WKH FXUUHQW SDUWQHU IURP UHVSRQGHQWV
who are childless or who have at least one child with a previous partner.
Religiousness was measured as a combination of religious denomination
and the frequency of visiting religious services. As the distribution of the
derived variable “religiousness” was skewed, we created a dummy variable
that distinguishes religious respondents (visiting religious services at least
several times a year) from non-religious respondents. An overview of the
distribution of the control variables can be found in the annex of this chapter
in 7DEOH$QQH[$D.
+D]DUGPRGHOVRIPDUULDJHDQGVHSDUDWLRQ
We estimated a discrete time multinomial logistic regression model to
investigate the relationship transitions of cohabiters (also known as competing
risk analysis). We treat marriage and separation as competing events and as a
function of respondents’ individual characteristics in a given month. The data
DUHRUJDQL]HGDVDSHUVRQSHULRG¿OH $OOLVRQ 7KHUHVSRQGHQWVLQRXU
VDPSOHHQWHUWKHULVNVHWDWWKHPRPHQWRIWKH¿UVWLQWHUYLHZ :DYHRIGDWD
FROOHFWLRQ $WWKHPRPHQWRI¿UVWLQWHUYLHZWKHXQLRQVRIWKHUHVSRQGHQWV
differ in their duration. We include the duration (time) variable of our
hazard models as months of union duration and update this value at each
VXFFHVVLYH PRQWK RI REVHUYDWLRQ *XR   )RU LQVWDQFH D UHVSRQGHQW
ZKRVWDUWHGFRKDELWLQJPRQWKVEHIRUHWKH¿UVWLQWHUYLHZHQWHUVWKHULVN
set at the moment of the interview with a value 24 on the duration variable
that increases by one at each successive month of observation until the event
RFFXUV RU ULJKWFHQVRULQJ DSSOLHV ,Q WKH PDMRULW\ RI ULJKWFHQVRUHG FDVHV
this is the moment of the third interview. In a minority of cases, respondents
were only observed for two waves. We expect union duration to have a
reversed u-shaped effect on both types of relationship transitions. Both the
risk of marriage and separation are expected to initially increase with union
duration and start to decrease at a given time. Therefore we also include the
squared and the cubic term of union duration into our model.
)LUVWZHSUHVHQWGHVFULSWLYH¿QGLQJVRQWKHLQFLGHQFHDQGW\SHRIUHODWLRQVKLS
transition for cohabiters in Eastern and Western Germany. Second, we show
results from a multivariate analysis testing the association between meaning
of cohabitation and the transition to marriage or separation for Eastern and
Western German cohabiters. Effect parameters (expressed as relative risks)
indicate the odds ratio of each of the possible transitions (marriage versus
separation) as competing risks relative to the reference category, which is the
absence of any transition (still cohabiting at end of observation).
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5.4. Results
Table 5.2 shows the distribution of different meanings of cohabitation
PHDVXUHGDWWKH¿UVWLQWHUYLHZDQGIRUHDFKFRKDELWDWLRQW\SHWKHSURSRUWLRQ
that is married, separated or still cohabiting at the end of observation. These
results are presented for the total sample, as well as for Eastern and Western
German cohabiters separately.
$PRQJDOO*HUPDQFRKDELWHUVWKHODUJHVWJURXS  YLHZVFRKDELWDWLRQ
DV D UHIXVDO RI WKH LQVWLWXWLRQ RI PDUULDJH D TXDUWHU LV FODVVL¿HG DV EHLQJ
conformist and 18 percent do not consider it relevant to get married. 14
percent view cohabitation as a prelude to marriage and the smallest group
comprises of cohabiters who consider themselves as not being ready yet
WRPDUU\  2IDOORIWKHUHODWLRQVKLSWUDQVLWLRQVWKDWRFFXUGXULQJ
WKH REVHUYDWLRQ SHULRG WKH YDVW PDMRULW\ DUH PDUULDJHV   0DUULDJH
is most frequent among cohabiters who view their union as a prelude to
PDUULDJHRUDUHFODVVL¿HGDVEHLQJFRQIRUPLVW&RKDELWHUVZKRHLWKHUUHIXVH
the institution of marriage or consider it irrelevant to marry, most frequently
do not undergo any relationship transitions at all, but nevertheless have the
highest incidence of separation, (9 and 8%). These patterns are echoed in
the subsamples of Eastern and Western German cohabiters, yet we also
¿QGVRPHFOHDUGLIIHUHQFHV EHWZHHQ HDVW DQG ZHVW *HUPDQ\$V H[SHFWHG
(+\SRWKHVLV D), Western German cohabiters more frequently view their
union as a prelude to marriage or feel that they are not ready yet to marry and
less frequently refuse the institution of marriage or consider it irrelevant to
PDUU\,QFRQWUDVWWRRXUK\SRWKHVLVZH¿QG(DVWHUQ*HUPDQVWRPRUHRIWHQ
EHLQJFODVVL¿HGDVFRQIRUPLVW
Table 5.3 displays the results from three discrete time multinomial logistic
regression models where we examine the association between the meanings
of cohabitation and the transition to marriage and separation. Model 1
includes only the cohabitation typology in order to examine whether the
meaning of cohabitation is associated with the transition to marriage and
separation. In Model 2, we add the control variables as well as a dummy
variable indicating whether the respondent was born in Western Germany.
,Q 0RGHO  ZH LQFOXGH LQWHUDFWLRQ WHUPV EHWZHHQ WKH :HVW GXPP\ DQG
each of the cohabitation types. This model can be used to examine whether
the meaning of cohabitation is differently associated with marriage and
separation transitions in Eastern and Western Germany.
0RGHOUHYHDOV¿UVWWKDWWKHPHDQLQJRIFRKDELWDWLRQLVFOHDUO\DVVRFLDWHG
with the transition to marriage. Taking cohabiters viewing cohabitation as
prelude to marriage as the reference group, cohabiters in nearly all of the

107
84
157
206
111
665

Western Germany Prelude to marriage
Not ready to marry
Conformist
Refusal of marriage
Marriage is irrelevant
Total

16.1
12.6


16.7
100.0

11.9
9.1
26.6

18.8
100.0


56

206
115


Eastern Germany Prelude to marriage
Not ready to marry
Conformist
Refusal of marriage
Marriage is irrelevant
Total
54

75
14
17


19
5
50


90
50.5
15.5
47.8
6.8

26.0

26.0
8.9


2.6
14.7

40.6
12.9

6.6
8.8
20.6


18
125
27
20


14.1
11.0
25.0

17.7
100.0

Prelude to marriage
180
Not ready to marry
140
Conformist

Refusal of marriage
412
Marriage is not relevant 226
Total
1,278

All Germany

%

n

n

%

Married

Cohabiting

5.5
5.4


8.7
6.2
2.8
7.1
5.7
11.2
7.2
7.4


6
9

8
49


6.4
5.0
9.2
8.0
6.9

%

4

6
15
10


7
9
16

18
88

n

Separated

End of observation

Wave 1

50
65

169
86


50
48
107
178
102
485

100

179

188
927

n

n

46.7
77.4
46.5
82.0
77.5
66.6

68.5
85.7
65.6
86.4
88.7
79.1
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56

206
115


%

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0
100.0

Total

55.6
180
80.7
140
55.9

84.2
412

226
72.5 1,278

%

Cohabiting

7DEOH'LVWULEXWLRQRIGLIIHUHQWPHDQLQJVRIFRKDELWDWLRQDW¿UVWLQWHUYLHZDQGUHODWLRQVKLSVWDWXV
E\HQGRIREVHUYDWLRQ
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Cohabitation duration (CDY)
CDY²
CDY³
Age at start cohabitation
Education (ref.: Primary education)
Secondary education
Higher education
Employment (ref.: Male, fulltime employed)
Male, part time/not employed
Male, in education
Female, fulltime employed
Female, part time employed
Female, not employed
Female, in education
Previously married (ref.: Never married)
Joint child(ren) with partner (ref.: No)
Religious (ref.: Not religious)
Born in Western Germany (ref.: No)
Cohabitation typology (ref.: Prelude to marriage)
Not ready to marry
Conformist
Refusal of marriage
Marriage is not relevant

0.92
0.16***
0.20***

1.59
1.22

1.88

0.96
0.60
1.06
0.80
1.02
0.51

0.55**
1.20
0.84


0.98
0.97

1.29
1.28

0.76**
1.44**
1.59***

1.57
1.29



0.47**
0.41**

1.49**
1.47*


0.74*
0.12***
0.18***

1.10*
0.98**
1.00
1.02

1.22***
0.95***
1.00***
1.05**

0.40**
0.94

0.09***

0.62
1.01
0.97
0.81
1.28
1.22
1.27
0.76**

2.07**

1.52**
1.47*


0.95***
1.00***
1.05***

1.18
0.88
1.64
1.70

0.99
0.61
1.08

1.05

0.74
0.55*
1.20
0.45

0.47**
0.41**

1.09*
0.97**
1.00
1.02

Table 5.3. Stepwise discrete-time multinomial logistic regression analysis of the transition to marriage and separation
DPRQJFRKDELWLQJUHVSRQGHQWVLQ*HUPDQ\ 1 
Model 1
Model 2
0RGHO
marriage
separation marriage separation marriage
separation
dependent (ref.: no transition)
5HODWLYH5LVNV
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0.68
0.70



1.77
2.12

1.41

148.20


Chi square

-1881.64

Log-Likelihood
0.04
0.07
0.07
Model pseudo R2
Notes: For the transition to marriage, not ready to marry differs from all other types at least at the .05 level; conformists differ
from all other types except prelude to marriage at least at the 0.05 level; refusal of marriage differs from all other types except
marriage LVLUUHOHYDQW at least at the 0.05 level; PDUULDJHLVLUUHOHYDQW differs from all other types except refusal of marriage at
least at the 0.05 level (Model 1 and Model 2, without interaction effects). For the transition to separation, conformists differ from
refusal of marriage at the 0.05 level. Refusal of marriage and considering PDUULDJHLUUHOHYDQW do not differ from each other
(Model 1 and Model 2, without interaction effects).
†p<0.1; *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.

Interaction terms (ref.: Prelude*West)
Not ready to marry*West
Conformist*West
Refusal of marriage*West
Marriage is irrelevant*West
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other types of cohabitation are less likely to make the transition to marriage.
2QO\FRKDELWHUVZKRDUHFODVVL¿HGDVFRQIRUPLVWVGRQRWGLIIHUVLJQL¿FDQWO\
from the reference group. Changing the reference category reveals that
FRKDELWHUV ZKR DUH QRW UHDG\ WR PDUU\ KDYH VLJQL¿FDQWO\ ORZHU RGGV WR
marry during the observation period than cohabiters in either a prelude to
PDUULDJHRUWKRVHZKRDUHFODVVL¿HGDVFRQIRUPLVWVEXW\HWKDYHKLJKHURGGV
to make the transition to marriage compared to cohabiters who either refuse
the institution of marriage or do not consider it relevant to marry. Also,
FRKDELWHUVZKRUHIXVHPDUULDJHGRQRWGLIIHUVLJQL¿FDQWO\IURPWKRVHZKR
FRQVLGHUPDUULDJHLUUHOHYDQW\HWERWKJURXSVKDYHVLJQL¿FDQWO\ORZHURGGV
RIPDUU\LQJWKDQDQ\RIWKHRWKHUW\SHVRIFRKDELWHUV:HWKXV¿QGVXSSRUW
for Hypothesis 1 that the various meanings of cohabitation are differently
associated with the transition to marriage and can be ranked hierarchically.
As expected, viewing cohabitation as a prelude to marriage is associated with
the highest risk of marriage, followed by conformists and those who are not
ready to marry. Viewing cohabitation as a refusal of marriage or considering
it irrelevant to marry is associated with the lowest risk of marriage.
Model 1 also illustrates that the meaning of cohabitation is associated with
the transition to separation, although the low number of transitions causes
VRPHUDWKHUVWURQJHIIHFWVWRQRWEHVWDWLVWLFDOO\VLJQL¿FDQW7DNLQJFRKDELWHUV
who view cohabitation as a prelude to marriage as the reference category,
cohabiters in any other type of cohabitation have a higher odds ratio to break
XS2QO\IRUFRKDELWHUVUHIXVLQJPDUULDJHWKLVUHVXOWLVVWDWLVWLFDOO\VLJQL¿FDQW
:H WKXV ¿QG VRPH VXSSRUW IRU +\SRWKHVLV  RQ WKH DVVRFLDWLRQ EHWZHHQ
meaning of cohabitation and separation. As expected, “marriage-minded”
cohabiters (i.e. prelude to marriage, conformists) are least likely to separate.
Against our expectations, cohabiters who view their union as an alternative
to marriage are most prone to break up their relationships. Cohabiters who
are not yet ready to marry lie in between these two extremes but do not differ
VWDWLVWLFDOO\VLJQL¿FDQWIURPDQ\RWKHUW\SHRIFRKDELWDWLRQ7KRVHUHMHFWLQJ
marriage have a higher risk to separate than the prelude-to-marriage group as
well as conformists albeit they do not differ from those considering marriage
irrelevant.
Adding the control variables in Model 2 does not alter the effect of the
typology. The meanings attached to cohabitation are thus associated with
subsequent relationship transitions, net of other covariates that are associated
with the transition to marriage and separation. The age at which respondents
started to cohabit is positively related to the odds of marriage but not
associated with the odds of separation. The level of education attainment
shows a positive gradient for marriage and a negative gradient for separation.
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Compared to cohabiters with primary education, cohabiters with secondary
or higher education have a higher risk to marry and a lower risk to separate.
The employment status by gender of the respondent is not associated with
either relationship transition in this model with the exception that men
who are part time or not employed have a lower risk to marry compared to
fulltime employed men. Having been previously married does not have an
impact on the transition to marriage or separation. Cohabiting couples with
MRLQWFKLOGUHQKDYHDORZHUULVNWRPDUU\DVZHOODVDORZHUULVNWRVHSDUDWH
WKDQ FRKDELWHUV ZLWKRXW MRLQW FKLOGUHQ 5HOLJLRXV FRKDELWHUV KDYH D KLJKHU
risk to marry their partner compared to non-religious cohabiters but do not
differ in odds to separate.
Figure 5.1 shows the relative odds ratio of the patterns of marriage and
separation as a function of years since the cohabitation started and is
EDVHGRQWKHEHWDFRHI¿FLHQWVIRUFRKDELWDWLRQGXUDWLRQLWVVTXDUHGDVZHOO
as cubic term presented in Model 2. The curves show that both the odds
UDWLR RI JHWWLQJ PDUULHG DQG WR VHSDUDWH LQFUHDVH GXULQJ WKH ¿UVW \HDUV RI
cohabitation. Cohabiters in our sample have the highest odds ratio to marry
DIWHUKDYLQJOLYHGWRJHWKHUIRU¿YHWRVHYHQ\HDUV/RQJHUXQLRQGXUDWLRQVDUH
)LJXUH5HODWLYHORJRGGVRIPDUULDJHDQGVHSDUDWLRQE\FRKDELWDWLRQ
duration
2,5
2,0
Relative log odds of event

1,5
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0,5
0,0
-0,5
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associated with a slowly decreasing odds ratio of marriage. The relative risk
RIVHSDUDWLRQLVDOVRKLJKHVWIRUFRKDELWHUVOLYLQJWRJHWKHU¿YHWRVHYHQ\HDUV
The curve indicating the subsequent decrease in the odds ratio of breaking up
is a little gentler than that of marriage.
Model 2 also reveals whether Western German cohabiters differ from
their Eastern German counterparts in their risk to marry or to separate.
Indeed, cohabiters born in Western Germany have a higher risk to marry.
)RU VHSDUDWLRQ ZH GR QRW ¿QG DQ DVVRFLDWLRQ ZLWK EHLQJ ERUQ LQ :HVWHUQ
Germany. In order to examine whether the association between the meaning
of cohabitation and the transition to marriage and separation differs between
(DVWHUQ DQG :HVWHUQ *HUPDQV ZH HVWLPDWHG D ¿QDO ORJLVWLF UHJUHVVLRQ
model in which we included interaction terms between “born in Western
*HUPDQ\´DQGHDFKRIWKH¿YHFRKDELWDWLRQW\SHV 7DEOH0RGHO 7KH
analysis reveals that there is little evidence that the meaning of cohabitation
is differently associated with the transition to marriage and separation. This
LVLQFRQWUDVWWRRXUH[SHFWDWLRQVIRUPXODWHGLQ+\SRWKHVLVE:HDVVXPHG
that the presence of stronger marriage norms in Western Germany would
increase the normative pressure to marry on all cohabiters resulting in
more similar transition patterns to marriage between the different types of
cohabitation. We suggested that such norms might be especially relevant
for cohabiters who refuse the institution of marriage as their meaning of
cohabitation in particular is at odds with the predominant view upon
FRKDELWDWLRQ DQG PDUULDJH ,QGHHG ZH ¿QG WKH RQO\ VWDWLVWLFDO VLJQL¿FDQW
difference between Eastern and Western Germany to refer to cohabiters who
refuse the institution of marriage. In contrast to our expectations however,
ZH¿QGWKDWWKHGLIIHUHQFHVEHWZHHQFRKDELWHUVUHIXVLQJPDUULDJHDQGWKRVH
viewing cohabitation as a prelude to marriage are larger (rather than smaller)
in Western Germany than in Eastern Germany.
5.5. Discussion
In this study, we examined why some cohabiters marry, whereas others
break up their relationships. We aimed at investigating how relationship
WUDQVLWLRQV DUH LQÀXHQFHG E\ WKH ZD\ LQ ZKLFK FRKDELWHUV DWWDFK PHDQLQJ
to their unions. We were furthermore interested whether the relationship
transitions of cohabiters born in Eastern Germany would differ from those
born in Western Germany.
2XU ¿UVW NH\ ¿QGLQJ LV WKDW FRKDELWHUV DUH D KHWHURJHQHRXV JURXS ZKRVH
relationship behavior differs markedly. Cohabiters differ in the meaning they
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attach to their union and the odds of marrying vary accordingly, net of union
duration, age, level of education attainment, employment situation, union
GXUDWLRQDJHDWVWDUWXQLRQSULRUPDUULDJHWKHSUHVHQFHRIMRLQWFKLOGUHQ
and religiosity. About half of the German cohabiters in our sample view
cohabitation as an alternative to marriage, either because they refuse the
institution, which constitutes the largest group, or because they consider
it irrelevant to marry. These cohabiters are least likely to marry. But even
some of them do marry, suggesting that there might be even incentives for
them to legalize their union. A large minority (almost 40 percent) of German
cohabiters are very much oriented towards marriage, either because they
consider cohabitation as a prelude to marriage or because they succumb to
normative pressure. These are the types of cohabitation that are most likely
to marry. Cohabiters who are not ready yet to marry occupy a position in
between, suggesting that marriage is relevant in their lives but they are
unsure whether the current partner or this particular moment in their life is
the right one for proceeding to marriage.
2XUVHFRQGPDLQ¿QGLQJLVWKDWWKHPHDQLQJRIFRKDELWDWLRQ±QHWRIRWKHU
FRYDULDWHV± LV DVVRFLDWHG ZLWK WKH RGGV UDWLR RI VHSDUDWLRQ $V H[SHFWHG
cohabiters who view cohabitation as a prelude to marriage or those who
DUH FODVVL¿HG DV FRQIRUPLVWV DUH OHDVW OLNHO\ WR EUHDN XS7KH SUHVHQFH RI
marriage plans express their strong commitment and high costs of leaving
the union. We expected cohabiters who were not yet ready to marry to have
the highest odds of breaking up. Although this group has indeed higher odds
of separating than the previous two groups, the difference is not statistically
VLJQL¿FDQW$JDLQVWRXUH[SHFWDWLRQVZH¿QGFRKDELWHUVYLHZLQJFRKDELWDWLRQ
as an alternative to marriage to have the highest odds of separating, and there
is no difference those who consider cohabitation to be an alternative because
they ideologically oppose to marriage and those who do so because marriage
LV FRQVLGHUHG WR EH LUUHOHYDQW7KHVH ¿QGLQJV VXJJHVW WKDW FRKDELWHUV ZKR
hold negative attitudes towards the institution of marriage, and are not
willing to conform to traditional family expectations, might also be more
likely to be weakly committed towards the relationship itself.
$ WKLUG PDMRU ¿QGLQJ RI WKLV VWXG\ LV WKDW (DVWHUQ DQG :HVWHUQ *HUPDQ
cohabiters differ in the mix of meanings attached to cohabitation as well as
WKHZD\LQZKLFKDUHMHFWLRQRIPDUULDJHLVDVVRFLDWHGZLWKWKHWUDQVLWLRQWR
marry. Cohabitation in Western Germany is more often viewed as a stage in
WKHPDUULDJHSURFHVVZKLFKLVLQOLQHZLWKSULRU¿QGLQJVWKDW:HVWHUQ*HUPDQ
cohabiters are more likely and faster to institutionalize their union trough
marriage (Kreyenfeld and Konietzka, 2005). Eastern German cohabiters
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PRUHRIWHQYLHZWKHLUXQLRQDVDQDOWHUQDWLYHWRPDUULDJHZKLFKLVUHÀHFWHG
in the higher rate of childbearing within cohabitation in Eastern Germany
(Huinink et al., 2012).
$JDLQVWRXUH[SHFWDWLRQVZH¿QGWKDWFRPSDUHGWRWKHSUHOXGHWRPDUULDJH
JURXS:HVWHUQ*HUPDQFRKDELWHUVZKRUHMHFWPDUULDJHDUHHYHQOHVVOLNHO\
WRPDUU\WKDQWKHLU(DVWHUQ*HUPDQFRXQWHUSDUWVDUH7KLV¿QGLQJVXJJHVWV
that in Western Germany, refusing the institution of marriage constitutes
a particular deviant behavior. In a context with strong norms favoring
marriage, such as Western Germany, cohabiters who refuse marriage may
be particularly “resistant” to marriage and cohabitation might be a truly
alternative life style for them. Cohabiters in Eastern Germany might be more
pragmatic in responding to incentives to get married.
We acknowledge a number of limitations of this study. Just as other panel
studies who do not follow cohabiters from the start of the union onwards, we
cannot effectively address the question of left truncation. Respondents were
VHOHFWHG LQ RXU VDPSOH ZKHQ WKH\ ZHUH FRKDELWLQJ DW WKH WLPH RI WKH ¿UVW
interview. Cohabiters in our sample are therefore to some extent a selective
group because cohabiters who are very likely to break up, and cohabiters
who quickly move to marriage, are underrepresented in the panel. This could
to some extent explain why the group of cohabiters who refuse the institution
of marriage is so large in a country where marriage is persistently popular
DQG  SHUFHQW RI *HUPDQ PHQ DQG  SHUFHQW RI *HUPDQ ZRPHQ PDUU\
at least once in their lifetime (Bundesinstitut für Bevölkerungsforschung.
  7R VRPH GHJUHH WKRXJK ZH DFFRPPRGDWH IRU WKLV VHOHFWLYLW\ E\
controlling for union duration.
$QRWKHU OLPLWDWLRQ FRQFHUQV WKH LQGLFDWRUV GH¿QLQJ RXU FRKDELWDWLRQ
typology. The item to measure whether respondents value the institution
of marriage or not (“it is important to marry if one permanently wants to
stay with a partner”) is not as strong as one would want to. Also, we could
not distinguish between cohabiters who are not ready to marry because
of economic reasons and those who are still uncertain about their partner.
However, even though our indicators are suboptimal, our cohabitation
typology revealed meaningful differences in union formation behavior
between different groups of cohabiters.
Overall, this study provides important insights into the role of cohabitation in
union formation and dissolution processes. We clearly show that cohabitation
means different things to different people and that their relationship behavior
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varies markedly. In Germany, all of the distinguished types of cohabitation
comprise a substantial part of the population, with half of the population
considering cohabitation to be an intermediate step before marriage and who
act upon this by marrying. The fact that some cohabiters who oppose the
institution of marriage are still marrying suggests that there might be social
pressures at work that lead marriage to remain a pretty central element in
the family system in contemporary Germany. Also the differences between
Western and Eastern Germany suggest that context matters. Future research
is needed to reveal what cohabitation means in other countries and how the
meaning of cohabitation is associated with marriage and separation.

