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1.1 Background
Since the 1980s, demographic and sociological research on family living
arrangements of young adults in Europe has expanded and revealed
striking and persisting variation in family living arrangements and the
transition to adulthood (Aassve et al. 2002; Billari et al. 2001; Billari and
Liefbroer 2010; Fokkema and Liefbroer 2008; Iacovou 2001, 2002;
Iacovou and Skew 2011; Kiernan 1986; Mandic 2008; Saraceno 2008;
Tomassini et al. 2004). Cases in point are differences in household size
(nuclear vs. multigenerational households) and composition (family vs.
non-family living arrangements), timing (early vs. latest-late leaving
home) and destinations of leaving home (leaving for education vs.
leaving for partnership and family formation), and the sequencing of
the transition to adulthood (synchronization vs. de-synchronization of
leaving home with other life course events) (Billari et al. 2001; Billari
and Liefbroer 2010; Elzinga and Liefbroer 2007; Fokkema and Liefbroer
2008). Despite the scholarly recognition of Europe as an extremely
interesting setting for studying cross-national differences in family living
arrangements – given not only its diversity in family living arrangements
but also its cultural, institutional and socio-economic diversity –
systematic comparative studies using nationally representative samples
among multiple European countries are rare (Billari 2004; Buchmann
and Kriesi 2011; Swartz 2009). What we know so far about family living
arrangements in Europe is based on single-country studies or
comparisons of a small number of mainly Western European countries.
This is true although the inception of larger, cross-nationally
comparative datasets in the late 1990s, such as the ECHP (The
European Community Household Panel), its successor the EU-SILC
(Statistics on Income and Living Conditions), the FFS (Fertility and
Family Survey), or the ESS (European Social Survey) has made the
investigation of a broader range of countries possible. The relative
under-coverage of Central and Eastern European countries in
comparative research is equally important to note. Mandic (2008, p.
616), referred to this part of Europe as “terra incognita”, because it has
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Chapter 1

not yet been systematically included in comparative research on family
living arrangements and the transition to adulthood – mainly due to a
lack of comparable data. The more recent availability of the GGS
(Generations and Gender Survey) data from several Central and Eastern
European countries, thus, has created new and exciting possibilities in
cross-national comparative research and warrants the inclusion of
Central and Eastern Europe in European comparisons.
Family demographers traditionally study population phenomena across
time and space. Relative to other demographic phenomena – for
example, population aging, the rise in single-headed households, or the
large-scale movement of people across international borders – young
adult’s living arrangements, however, remain a relatively understudied
issue. A cross-national comparative analysis of young adults’ family
living arrangements can tell us something about critical
interdependencies between young adults themselves and the country
they live in. These interdependencies should not be taken for granted,
as it is often done, but the ways in which cultural, institutional and
socio-economic settings constitute differential opportunities and
constraints for young men and women and across countries should be
explicitly addressed. While this book neither claims nor aspires to
develop an all-encompassing analysis of the cross-national differences
in family living arrangements, the four studies presented here seek to
illuminate some of the thus far understudied aspects. This is done by
adopting a multilevel framework that takes into account young adults’
characteristics and the institutional, economic and cultural context in
which their life courses are embedded. The research focus is
furthermore deliberately extended to Central and Eastern Europe,
which contribute to the European Union in its diversity but have rarely
been included in comparative studies on family living arrangements and
the transition to adulthood.

16

INTRODUCTION AND OVERVIEW OF STUDIES

1.1.1 A Conceptualization of Young Adults
In family demography, there is no clear-cut definition of the young
adult in terms of a specific age range. Instead it is linked to the idea of
the transition to adulthood, the “demographically dense” stage of the
life course where multiple important transitions occur (Rindfuss 1991).
These transitions include, but are not limited to, leaving the parental
home, completing one’s education, finding a job, forming a marital or
cohabiting union, and having children (Giele and Elder 1998; Settersten
et al. 2005). From a comparative perspective, it is important to note
that the transition to adulthood takes place at different chronological
ages in different countries. Thus, defining the groups of people we
consider as “young adults” is a non-trivial part of the work of this book.
In the European contemporary context, there are countries where
transitions start early and almost uniformly around age 19 or 20 (i.e.,
Northern European countries), and then there are countries where
transitions start late and are highly de-standardized by age, but very
standardized vis-à-vis the relationship with union formation (i.e.,
Southern European countries). An extreme example of late leaving
home is Italy, where the median age for leaving home is almost 30 for
men. Other European societies may be considered to be in between
such extreme cases, with particularly the Southern European countries
coming closer to “latest-late” (Billari 2004). Clearly, a definition of
“young adults” which ends at the mid-twenties fails to include large
numbers of people who have completed many (or, indeed, any) of the
transitions to adulthood in Europe. For the purposes of this book I thus
broadly define young adults to be in the age range from 16 to 35.

1.1.2 A Conceptualization of Family Living Arrangements: Static
vs. Dynamic
There are two approaches to family living arrangements: A static and a
dynamic approach. The static approach looks, for example, at the
national proportion of people living in multigenerational households or
at the propensity of young adults to live in a multigenerational
17
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household. Family demographers often take the household as their unit
of analysis and thus focus on quite limited conceptions of family,
disregarding ties beyond those of intimate partners and of dependent
children and their parents. Multiple family generations, and divorce and
remarriage make it imperative not to equate families with households.
Cases in point are “reconstituted” families, involving co-residence
between members of the older and younger generations who are not
related by blood, “new” living arrangements such as living-aparttogether, involving separate residences for partners, and “non-family”
arrangements, involving especially young people sharing residences
(Hantrais et al. 2006). In this book, I take the perspective of “looking
beyond the nuclear family”. Family living arrangements pertain not only
to living alone and co-residence of adult children and their parents
(either young adults living with their parents or older adults living with
their elderly parents), but also to single-parent families, extended
families (i.e., living together with relatives other than children or
parents and non-relatives), and living with nonrelatives (e.g., house
mates sharing accommodation). The static is approach is followed in
Chapters 2 and 3.
The dynamic approach, in contrast, looks at either (1) discrete
transitions (e.g., the transition out of the parental home) or (2) holistic
life course trajectories (e.g., the sequencing of different events across
the life course). First, and for the analysis of life course transitions,
event history analysis has been the method of choice and the research
literature mainly discussed the timing of life course events both in
Europe and the US (e.g., Billari et al. 2001; Goldscheider and DaVanzo
1989; Mulder and Hooimeijer 2002). Within the wider topic of young
adults’ living arrangements, the timing of leaving home is of particular
interest to family demographers. After all, moving out of the parental
home is the main step in an independent adult life for many. Young
adults’ decisions about where (and with whom) to live are an important
prerequisite for other decisions regarding partnership and family
18
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formation. Moreover, co-residence serves as an important mechanism
through which parents transfer resources to their adult children. These
resources are fundamental in enabling young adults to complete their
education, enter the labor market, and establish families of their own.
For these reasons, researchers increasingly see the decision to leave
home as fundamental to understanding the life course,
intergenerational relationships and the structure of the family
(Goldscheider et al. 1993). The timing of leaving home differs greatly
when observed in cross-national perspective (Aassve et al. 2002; Breen
and Buchmann 2002; Iacovou 2001, 2002).
More recently researchers have emphasized that a better
understanding of the leaving home process also crucially depends on
the different destinations taken from the parental home (e.g., leaving
home to live alone vs. leaving home to live with a partner), the
alternatives having substantial impact on the timing (Aassve et al. 2002;
Iacovou 2010; Mulder and Clark 2002). Furthermore, for the analysis of
trajectories in life course research, researchers have increasingly used
sequence analysis to capture the interconnections of life course events.
Life course theory conceptualizes people’s lives as a series of
transitions. A life course is thus characterized by a sequence and
combination of transitions, such as leaving the parental home, starting
the first job, finding a partner and becoming a parent – and these life
course events should be understood in their continuity (Elder 1994;
Giele and Elder 1998). Although most comparative research adopts a
theoretical life course approach when studying the transition to
adulthood in Europe, insights thus far are based on the analysis of the
timing and comparison of single transitions. A small but growing body
of research focuses explicitly on holistic life course trajectories, so as to
close the gap between theory and empirical research (Koelet et al.
2015; Pailhé et al. 2013; Robette 2010; Sironi et al. 2015). The dynamic
approach is followed in Chapters 4 and 5, where Chapter 4 looks at
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holistic life course trajectories and Chapter 5 is focused on the
transition out of the parental home.

1.1.3 Family Living Arrangements in Europe: The Persistent
North-South Divide
Demographic research has documented marked cross-national
differences in family living arrangements across Europe. These
arrangements are differentiated in terms of who lives with whom and
when, as well as in terms of the timing and sequence of life course
events (e.g., exit from the parental home, cohabitation, marriage, and
having a first child). This diversity in family living arrangements is
almost a commonplace in the scientific literature, but nevertheless
important to note, because it has proved remarkably stable over time,
despite similar demographic changes across almost all European
countries (Fokkema and Liefbroer 2008; Kuijsten 1996). Among these
changes are the postponement of union formation and parenthood,
fertility decline, increases in union dissolution, population ageing – to
name but a few (Pailhé et al. 2014; Sobotka 2008; Sobotka and
Toulemon 2008). European families have become more varied and
complex, and individual life courses increasingly diverse. The sequence
of events and the pace at which they occur, for example, have become
less standardized than before (Elzinga and Liefbroer 2007; Fussell et al.
2007). Still, there is no indication that these changes have led to a
general convergence of family living arrangements across European
countries, underscoring the importance of the country context and
comparative research.
The cross-national differences in family living arrangements in Europe
typically follow a North-South gradient (Billari et al. 2001; Iacovou 2001,
2002, 2004). Western and Northern Europe, for example, are generally
characterized by small households, non-family arrangements
(particularly living alone and shared arrangements), and non-residential
relationships (Iacovou and Skew 2011). Intergenerational co-residence
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rates are low and young adults leave the parental home relatively early,
often in relation with the end of secondary education or the first
permanent job. Conversely, Southern Europe is generally characterized
by larger and more complex households where young adults live with
their parents well into their 20s – even after finishing their education
and being established on the labor market – and are likely to leave
home to marry rather than to live in cohabitation or as singles.
The living arrangements in Central and Eastern Europe are in many
respects similar to Southern Europe, with large households, late leaving
home, and a high frequency of multi-generational households (Ahmed
and Emigh 2005; Iacovou and Skew 2011). But there is also some
indication that the Central and Eastern European countries cannot be
treated as one homogenous region. Billari et al. (2001) very extensively
investigated reasons for leaving home across Europe and claim
heterogeneity within Eastern Europe. Their results indicate that coresidence patterns are similar to Southern European countries when it
comes to the sequencing between leaving the parental home and
finishing education and/ or union formation. The majority of young
adults exit the parental home neither before finishing the educational
career nor before union formation. Yet, the results also display a strong
variation of patterns. The timing of leaving home, for example, varies
considerably between the different countries. It is late and nongeneralized in the Czech Republic, Hungary, Latvia, and Poland; and in
that way similar to Southern European countries. For Latvia, Lithuania,
and Slovenia a polarized pattern seems to hold true; young adults
either leave very early or stay very long in the parental home (Billari et
al. 2001). There is still much more we need to know about how family
living arrangements can be charted here.

1.1.4 Explaining Cross-National Differences in Family Living
Arrangements
Comparative studies so far addressed these cross-national differences
in Europe mainly from two theoretical perspectives: (1) A contextual
21
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perspective where welfare regimes and policies, economic
circumstances, housing availability or the normative climate of a
country influence living arrangements of the young and old (e.g.,
Esping-Andersen 1990; Ferrera 1996; Hajnal 1965; Höllinger and Haller
1990; Reher 1998), or (2) a compositional perspective where the
particular distribution of individual characteristics across countries (e.g.
educational and occupational status, income, receipt of welfare
transfers, health, individual norms and values) accounts for the
prevalence of specific family living arrangements (Billari and Liefbroer
2007; Hank 2007; Iacovou 2001, 2002, 2010; Le Blanc and Wolff 2006).
Only in recent research has it been highlighted that we need to be
sensitive to cross-level interactions between individual level
characteristics and the macro-context (Aassve et al. 2002; Billari 2004;
Buchmann and Kriesi 2011). The impact on family living arrangements
of an individual level characteristic can differ, depending on the
cultural, socioeconomic or policy context.

1.2 Research Objectives and Approach
This book has three objectives. It aims to describe and examine young
adults’ family living arrangements:
(1)
(2)

(3)

In multiple social contexts (e.g., policy regimes, socio-economic
circumstances, and normative climate);
from the perspective of different social groups (e.g., women vs.
men; young birth cohorts vs. older birth cohorts; low level of
education vs. high level of education); and
by comparing and explaining differences in living arrangements
across several European countries – including Eastern Europe.

It investigates to what extent family living arrangements are a function
of structural opportunities of the context, people’s individual
characteristics, and the modifying influence of the context people are
living in which hamper or promote the prevalence of specific living
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arrangements. For each chapter in the book these general objectives
are further translated into specific research questions.

1.2.1 A Multilevel Framework for Understanding Family Living
Arrangements
A multilevel framework forms the theoretically guiding and integrative
concept for understanding family living arrangements and their
diversity across European countries in this book. Though there is no
overarching demographic “multilevel theory”, comparative researchers
have put forward explanations at different levels to account for crossnational differences – most typically the individual and the country –
and loosely following James Coleman's work (Billari 2004; Coleman
1986, 1994). In a comparative research perspective explaining diversity
across countries means recognizing the fact that individual behavior is
embedded in a macro level context. The macro level context represents
the different opportunities and constraints – embodied in welfare and
policy regimes, socio-economic circumstances, and normative climate,
for example – that (1) shape young adults’ life courses directly, but may
also (2) channel the impact of micro-level characteristics on family living
arrangements. Micro-level characteristics such as gender, education,
income, employment status, and values and attitudes, for example, are
nevertheless important predictors of family living arrangements. Within
a multilevel framework, the specific distribution of micro-level
characteristics across countries (i.e., population composition) may also
account for cross-national differences in family living arrangements.

1.2.2 Data Sources: Censuses and Survey Data
This book aims at giving a static and dynamic account of young adults’
family living arrangements across contemporary Europe, while at the
same time paying attention to macro-micro linkages that explain crossnational differences. To achieve the research objectives high quality
data are required that (1) cover Europe in its entirety (or at least a
broad range of European countries) and are thus particularly suited for
a comparative analysis of family living arrangements in Europe; (2)
23
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contain sufficient sample sizes, and (3) contain detailed information
about education, work and fertility histories of both partners. Since
there is not a single dataset that fulfills these requirements, the four
empirical chapters use two distinct data sources. All are large-scale,
publicly available datasets that are collected employing strict quality
controls.
Family living arrangements are described in all population censuses.
This traditional demographic data source allows charting family
constellations and is indispensable for the portrayal of general trends
and overall comparisons: How many generations surround young adults
in different phases of life? How complex are today’s families? How
common are single-person households? How do patterns differ across
contexts? For many countries census data are easily available thanks to
the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, international (IPUMSi)
project. IPUMSi currently disseminates data for 16 European countries
(53 censuses) spanning from 1970 to 2000 (Minnesota Population
Center 2011). The IPUMSi data also add information on countries that
are not available in the survey data used in this book – namely on
Greece, Ireland, Portugal, and Switzerland. This is important because a
comprehensive comparative research perspective – a distinctive feature
of this book – should try to incorporate as many countries as possible.
The Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) is an internally comparable
and harmonized set of survey data containing detailed demographic
information on a representative sample of residents aged 18 to 79
years in each of the 19 participating countries and provides information
on the individual, partnership, and household level (Vikat et al. 2007).
The GGS does not look at partnerships or parent-child relationships in
isolation, but rather as embedded in a generational structure. As a
result, researchers not only have information on an individual’s marital
and parenthood history, but also that of his/ her parents and, where
relevant, that of his/ her children. GGS data are unique in that they
24
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make it possible to identify — at the level of lives and families — the
implications of demographic trends that are specific to particular
groups of countries (Billari et al. 2001; Choroszewicz and Wolff 2010).
The GGS is also uniquely valuable in its provision of comparable micro
data not only for Western but also for Eastern European countries. A
more detailed description of each dataset can be found in the separate
chapters.

1.2.3 Analytical Strategy
A key challenge of the analytical strategy – given its complex linkages
across analytical levels and time – lies in the empirical application of the
multilevel framework. The most intuitive and logical methodological
application, naturally, is to employ multilevel models. In terms of
statistical multilevel modeling, the number of countries with available
GGS data is hardly sufficient. In general, one would require at least 20
units of the relevant level in order to derive safe statistical inference.
However, I do not restrict analyses to individual level and country-level
determinants. Where possible and feasible, regional or community
levels are also taken into consideration. Furthermore, it is possible to
include several countries in the same regression analysis, making
comparisons by including country fixed effects, and their interactions
with relevant other variables.
More specifically, the methods used in this book include log-linear
models (Chapter 2); multilevel logistic regression models with random
intercepts and random coefficients (Chapter 3); sequence analysis,
cluster analysis, and multinomial logistic regression models with
country fixed effects (Chapter 4); and discrete-time event history
models (multinomial logistic regressions of person-years) with country
fixed effects (Chapter 5). Each chapter provides more detailed
information and outlines the methodological advantages and
disadvantages of the various techniques used.
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1.3 Overview of the Four Studies
This section introduces the four empirical studies in this book in more
detail. The four studies were designed to provide a comprehensive
examination of young adults’ family living arrangements Europe –
guided by the three formulated research objectives. The four studies
(Chapters 2 – 5) were written in the form of journal articles, they are
thus meant to be read individually, so that some degree of overlap
(e.g., in the description of theoretical concepts) was inevitable. Because
some of the chapters were co-authored “we” instead of “I” is used.
Furthermore, each chapter also covers aspects that are not extensively
discussed in this introduction, but which make each of the articles more
complete.

1.3.1 Chapter 2: Living Arrangements of Young Adults in Europe
The second chapter examines the cross-national and cross-temporal
variety of young adults’ family living arrangements in Europe using
IPUMS data available for eight European countries. It provides a first
descriptive overview of how young adults live in Europe. We specifically
addressed the following research questions: (1) How much diversity in
living arrangements is observable across European countries? (2) How
have the living arrangements of young adults changed between 1980
and 2000? This chapter builds on existing conceptualizations of family
living arrangements but also extends them by using a broader and more
comprehensive categorization (including extended and non-family living
arrangements), so as to capture a wide variety of young adults’ living
arrangements in different stages of their life course. It covers countries
from all parts of Europe.

1.3.2 Chapter 3: Intergenerational Co-residence of Young Adults
with their Parents across European Regions
The third chapter examines the regional differences in
intergenerational co-residence with parents across Europe, which have
rarely been studied in comparative research. The analysis is based on
data from the GGS (Wave 1) and we specifically addressed the following
26
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research questions: (1) To what extent do the individual characteristics
(individual resources and preferences) and the regional context (i.e.
housing market and sociocultural climate) explain regional differences
in intergenerational co-residence across Europe? (2) How does the
regional context modify the relationship between resources and
preferences and intergenerational co-residence? As such this chapter
represents the most stringent empirical application of a theoretical
multilevel framework in this book. It is also noteworthy that regional
rather than cross-national differences in intergenerational co-residence
across both West and East European countries are examined. This is
because, as argued earlier, it is also important to look at regional
contexts.

1.3.3 Chapter 4: The Transition to Adulthood and Pathways out
of the Parental Home: A Cross-national Analysis
The fourth chapter takes a dynamic perspective and presents a
comparative analysis of the transition to adulthood in Western and
Eastern Europe based on life course data from the GGS. It focuses on
the whole life course rather than on single events of the transition to
adulthood. I specifically addressed the following research questions: (1)
How do life course trajectories differ between educational groups and
men and women? (2) How do life course trajectories differ across
countries? (3) And how do the educational gradients for life course
trajectories differ across Europe and over time? By drawing on both a
holistic and a comparative perspective, this chapter addresses an
important gap in the research literature – so far studies that examine
the transition to adulthood more comprehensively (i.e., from a holistic
perspective) and make broader cross-national comparisons are rare.

1.3.4 Chapter 5: Differences in Leaving Home by Individual and
Parental Education among Women in Europe
The fifth chapter also takes a dynamic perspective and examines the
transition to leave the parental home. It uses a competing risks
approach and distinguishes between two pathways out of the parental
27
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home: Leaving home to live without a partner and leaving home to live
with a partner. Unlike the other chapters in this book, this chapter
concentrates on women’s pathways out of the parental home. We
specifically addressed the following research questions: (1) To what
extent does the timing of young women’s leaving home – and the
different pathways out of the parental home – vary by education and
parental education in Europe? (2) How do education and parental
education interact with national context across Europe? This chapter
thus addresses how overall leaving home timing and patterns are
related to education and class differences.
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