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Research Article

  Is marriage losing its centrality in Italy?

Alessandro Rosina1

Romina Fraboni2

Abstract

Unlike the countries of north-western Europe, marriage in Italy has maintained a crucial
role in the process of family formation. This raise doubts about the possibility that the
theory of “second demographic transition” could adequately account for the behaviour
of the European population living south of the Alps. The aim of this paper is twofold: to
provide some empirical evidence that cohabitation is now spreading in Italy; and to
propose an explanation of the delay of its diffusion until the 1990s. The hypothesis
proposed here explains the delay, not so much in terms of limited interest of the Italian
youth towards this type of union, but with the convenience of the children in the
Mediterranean area to avoid choices which are openly clashing with the values of
parents.
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1. Introduction

The spread of unmarried cohabitation as a type of first union, and having children out of
wedlock, is perhaps one of the most remarkable social transformations which has taken
place in past decades. “These developments raise questions about the hegemony of
legal marriage as the basis of family life and many of the assumptions on which public
policies are built” (Kiernan 2002a).

In Western countries, at least until the early 1960s, marriage was a prerequisite for
a couple to live together and have children. Today, in north-west Europe, cohabitation
has become an accepted alternative to marriage (Hoem 1995, Toulemon 1997,
Liefbroer 2003). In central Europe too, this behaviour has become widespread among
the youth, even though informal unions are often transformed into marriage when a
couple starts having children (Liefbroer 1999, Mills 2000, Pinnelli et al. 2002).

During the 1980s, cohabitation was the preferred choice for the formation of a first
union among the youth of the whole of Western Europe. Nevertheless, at that time, the
centrality of marriage seemed to have had in the Alps its natural defence (Castiglioni
and Dalla Zuanna 1994, Lesthaeghe, Moors 2000, Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2002).

This has led several authors to support the hypothesis that such behaviour is not
consistent with the Italian socio-cultural context (among others: Brienza 2001, Nazio
and Blossfled 2003). On the other hand, according to other authors, Italy would be a
late-comer. Following the theory of the Second Demographic Transition “all countries
go through the same sequence” (Van de Kaa 1987). For Lesthaeghe (1995, see also
Prinz 1995), in the mid-1990s Mediterranean countries were still at the beginning of the
second phase of family change – therefore late, if compared to other western countries.
Following what has already been observed in the Scandinavian countries, Italy too,
would as a consequence be bound sooner or later to a questioning of marriage through a
wide-ranging diffusion of informal unions and extramarital births.

Between these two opposite scenarios, our belief is that a third one is more likely.
Cohabitation is also spreading in Italy but without a questioning of the conjugal basis of
family, and more importantly, in continuity with some strong peculiarities of the
Mediterranean family pattern.

The aim of this paper is twofold: to provide some empirical evidence that
cohabitation is spreading in Italy; and, strictly connected to the first aim, to propose an
explanation of the delay of its diffusion until the ‘90s.

In the next section, we shall describe the differences in the process of questioning
marriage between Italy and other western European countries. In the third section we
shall introduce our hypothesis regarding the delay in the diffusion of informal unions.
In the fourth section we shall provide some empirical evidence that a process of
diffusion is underway among the youngest generations. We shall illustrate how this is
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consistent with our hypothesis. In the last section we shall provide some concluding
remarks.

2. The crucial role of marriage in Italy

After having reached particularly high levels in the first half of the 1960s, the period
indicators for first nuptiality in Europe began a clear-cut process of decrease, which
turned into real collapse in the Scandinavian countries. This trend was followed by
other western European countries, although with different timing.  Diverse theories
have been proposed in order to account for this decreased inclination to get married –
which is reflected in the progressive postponement of the age at marriage and in an
increase in people intentionally renouncing the conjugal union. In the literature, there
are two theories which have drawn the most attention: the New Home Economics
(Becker 1981); and the Second Demographic Transition (van de Kaa 1987, Lesthaeghe
1995).

According to Becker’s theory, the key variables are the increase in the levels of
education and in work opportunities for women. Their increased autonomy and cultural
and economic independence have reduced their material convenience in getting
married. The economic wealth which they can attain by investing in themselves and
their career is far greater than in their roles as wife and mother.

While Becker stresses the economic rationality to account for the recent socio-
demographic behaviour, the theory of the Second Demographic Transition (SDT) tends
to favour the role of the ideational changes. For the supporters of this latter theory, the
progressive increase in individual autonomy in the ethical, religious and political
spheres is at the basis of the changes in family formation. Secularism, the emancipation
movements, the spread of post-materialist values (such as personal development and
self-fulfilment), the scepticism towards institutions, and the increased impatience
towards external interference in one’s own life (particularly from any form of authority)
are all aspects of a transformation in values which have lead the individual to choose
according to his own free will which is the most adequate way to live his own life.

The decrease in marriages and the increase in informal unions can therefore be
seen, at least at first, as an expression of a non-conformist attitude, of protest against
authority, a way of manifesting one’s own freedom against conventions. The
forerunners of the new behaviour would therefore be the more educated youth, the more
secularized, the more autonomous, and consequently, also the more demanding, in
terms of wanting some minimum conditions of quality in their affective relationship.
Premarital cohabitation would act as a trial period for the assessment of the partner’s
characteristics and of compatibility with one’s needs and objectives for self-fulfilment.
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Besides being less and less disposed to limit their own freedom, younger generations
would also be more and more restless in adopting behaviours that would entail
assuming commitments and responsibilities. Consequently, they tend to avoid those
choices which are perceived as irreversible, or too binding. It is important to underline
that the minor economic convenience that more educated women find in marriage is not
refuted by the SDT theory. What is disputed is that this reason is by itself sufficient to
explain the new behaviour.

To which extent can these theories − mainly developed in reference to the social
transformations underway in north-west Europe − explain and anticipate family
behaviours in the countries of Southern Europe? The concept of the SDT “suggests that
European countries experience one common transition process. This implies that
differences across European countries are temporary” (De Beer et al. 2000). This is in
contrast with the fact that “the last ten years appear to have been a period of persistent
cross-country differences in cohabitation and extra-marital fertility patterns. By the late
1980s a large gap opened in Western Europe along the north-south axis in the
propensity to choose consensual unions rather than marriage at first union and in
proportions of children born to unwed mothers” (Macura et al unedited draft). In fact,
unlike other western countries, marriage in Italy (and generally in Mediterranean
Europe) - although postponed at a progressively older age - seems however to still have
a crucial role at least as far as three fundamental aspects are concerned: leaving the
parental home; union formation; and reproduction. There is a high synchronisation
between leaving the parental home and marriage. More than 80% of Italian women born
in the 1960s leave the family of origin directly to get married (Ongaro 2001), whereas
this percentage is lower than 40% in the other western countries (Kiernan 2002a).
Marriage is still the event that sanctions the beginning of life together for a young
couple: more than 85% of first unions are marriages. In north-west Europe, for the
majority of the youth the beginning of first partnership takes place without the conjugal
bond (Figure. 1). Whereas, in Italy, even more than in some other Catholic countries,
marriage remains the place to become parents (Table 1). Finally, even in the opinions of
the younger Italian generations, both family and marriage continue to be considered
among the fundamental values: more than 85% of young people (aged 18-24 years)
declare that marriage is not an outdated institution, and that in the future more attention
should be given to the family (De Sandre 2000, Gubert 2000, Buzzi et al. 2002). Such a
high percentage of consent towards marriage has hardly any equal, not only in western
countries but also in the countries of Eastern Europe (Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2002).

There does not seem therefore, on the basis of the picture portrayed by the data
here included, to be much space in Italy for a revolution in the ways of union and
family formation. Yet, as we shall see in the next sections, under this apparent surface
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characterised by a strong sense of tradition and immobility, some important changes are
taking place.
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Figure 1: Percentage of direct marriage of women in first partnership
(25-29 years old).

Source: Fertility and Family Survey project (conducted between 1988-1999).

Table 1: Partnership status at first birth. Women aged 25-29 (at interview).Row
percentage

married consensual union not in any partnership

Austria 50.3 24.6 25.1

Belgium 91.1 5.2 3.7

France 59.9 28.1 12.0

West Germany 63.4 9.1 27.5

Netherlands 83.0 11.0 6.0

Norway 61.3 25.5 13.2

Spain 87.9 5.3 6.8

Italy 90.8 4.3 4.9

Source: Fertility and Family Survey project (conducted between 1988-1999).



Demographic Research – Volume 11, Article 6

http://www.demographic-research.org154

3. A hypothesis to explain the delay in the diffusion of cohabitation
in Italy

Explanations accounting for the differences between the Italian behaviour and that of
north-west Europe with a simple delay on an already open path are, to say the least,
incomplete, because they do not consider the cultural specificities of the Italian society.

Our hypothesis (see also Rosina 2001) is based on the belief that the lack of a
diffusion of cohabitation in Italy is not so much due to the low level of secularisation
and the strong role of the Catholic Church, but mainly to the strong ties between parents
and children, anthropologically rooted in the Italian society (Reher 1998, Micheli, 2000,
Dalla Zuanna 2001).

This strong relationship, common to other countries of the Mediterranean area
such as Spain, expresses itself, among other things, through: support by the parental
family of the young adult, not only up to the age of consent, but also until he/she has
reached a satisfying employment position (Sgritta 2002; Rosina et al. 2003; Moreno
Minguez 2003); substantial help while he/she is getting married, in particular (but not
only) for the purchase of a house (Holdsworth and Irazoqui Solda 2002, Barbagli et al.
2003); marked residential proximity between parents and married children; and
continuous help by the parents to their children even after they are married (Barbagli
1996, Tomassini et al.  2003).

Several historical studies have shown how all these aspects, that can clearly be
seen in today’s Italian society, have profound roots in the past (Reher 1998, Derosas
2002, Viazzo 2003). Even when the neolocal model was prevailing, children tended to
leave the parental family only when they were capable of forming their own family.
And even then, married children usually established their residence close to their
parents. The relationship of mutual help thus continued to be intense and stable
throughout the course of their life. Where the patrilocal model was in force, the
phenomenon of nuclearisation in the second after war period brought about a definite
decrease of co-residence between parents and married children. But this has been
transformed into a strong residential proximity, which has no equal in any other western
country (Barbagli et al.2003).

In today’s Italian society all these aspects are reinforced by a substantial lack of a
welfare system capable of supporting the youth in the crucial events of their life (Note
1), which is at the same time cause and effect of the crucial role of the family in Italian
society (Saraceno 1994; De Sandre 1997).

According to our hypothesis, the marked material and affective investment which
is at the basis of the strong family ties feeds and reinforces the intense emotional
involvement of the parents in the life of their children. So much so that parents tend to
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see their children almost as their own extension, to the point that they consider the
failures of their children as their own defeats (Dalla Zuanna 2001). This leads them to
adopt a particularly protective attitude towards their children, with which they tend to
guide their children’s choices with a view of avoiding behaviour that they do not
approve of.

The prolonged permanence in the parental family, the residential proximity, and
the continuous and intense relationship, even after the exit from the parental family, do
not favour, in Mediterranean countries, the development of that “tolerant indifference”
among generations which enables the European youth in the weak family ties area to
freely make choices, even though these are not shared by their parents (Beck 1997).
Strong proximity requires some sort of complicity. Italian parents can’t pretend to
ignore the behaviour of their children living in the same residential context and with
which they have a continuous material and immaterial interchange. In the case of
socially unacceptable behaviour by their children, parents are forced to take a stance.
Keeping an intense relationship virtually means approval. As a consequence, parents
tend to discourage their children from behaviour they do not approve with affective and
material means at their disposal. On the other hand, the strategic importance of the
parent’s support makes it particularly disadvantageous for young Italians to make
choices which parents do not approve of, and that could render their help less generous
(Note 2).

Consequently, the choice to cohabit can be carried out without painful breaking-
offs (which otherwise would confine it to minority behaviour) only if it does not clash
irremediably with the values of the parents (and of their context of reference). That is, if
the parents are culturally open minded to the possibility that their children can make
non traditional choices.

If this is true we expect young people to have had a generally favourable opinion
of cohabitation for a while now, and low diffusion of informal unions to be connected
with a limited opening-up of society. As to the behaviour, forerunners may belong to
less traditional contexts (big cities in the North) and to family with greater cultural
resources (parents with higher education). In particular, the father's education is
important, as people with a higher education tend to be more open minded toward the
possibility of their children making non traditional choices. They have better cultural
and material resources, enabling them to be less subjected to the conditioning of social
norms. Forerunners usually belong to the population with high cultural status. This is
also true for leaving the parental home for reasons of independence and for non
traditional family formation (Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1999).  With regards to
the diffusion of cohabitation in Italy, not only the educational level of the youth, but,
net of this, also the educational level of the parents would be significant. In fact,
according to our hypothesis, the diffusion of cohabitation among the young generations
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must be preceded by a process of acceptability of this behaviour among the generations
of the parents.

4. Some empirical results

4.1 Data sources

The sources for our data are the following three surveys. The first one is the IARD
survey (Buzzi et al. 2002). This Italian survey enables an evaluation of attitudes and
opinions over time. It is composed of a nationally representative sample  of 3,000 youth
between 15 and 34 years old. This is a  survey that is regularly carried out every 4-5
years. The first survey took place in 1983, the last one was in 2000 (Note 3).

The most recent and important Italian survey on socio-demographic behaviour is
the nationally representative survey "Family, Social Subjects and Childhood" (FSSC98)
carried out in 1998 by ISTAT (National Statistical Institute). A wide variety of topics
are covered in the survey, including retrospective questions about leaving the parental
home, marriage and family formation. The survey has a huge sample size of about
24,000 households, amounting to about 60,000 individuals (Istat 2000).

More recently, another survey on the topic of family formation has become
available. The “Survey on Family Behaviour in Urban Context” (SFBUC02) was
conducted in 2002 in five Italian cities: Padua and Udine in the North; Florence and
Pesaro in the Centre; and Messina in the South. The sample is composed of about 2,500
women with at least a child (Breschi, Livi Bacci 2003). This survey is therefore more
limited than the ISTAT survey. However, it provides more detailed information on
cohabitation.

4.2 Opinions and behaviours

It is interesting to note that in Italy among the youth of the 1980s there was already a
favourable opinion towards cohabitation. More importantly, many of them (two out of
three) were already ready to carry it out (Table 2). If this opening-up in opinions would
have been matched by a practical implementation of this behaviour, the diffusion of
cohabitation would have been in Italy, already at the start of the 1980s, at an advanced
point - in line with the other western European countries – meeting therefore, in the
predicted timing, the stages of the Second Demographic Transition as described by
Lesthaeghe (1995).
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This didn’t happen, not because the youth were not ready, but because parents
were not ready. Up to the mid 1990s, youth declared to perceive that the society they
were living in kept on considering it as deviant behaviour when a young couple was
living together without being married (Table 2, last row).

Table 2.: Attitudes of youth (15-24 year of age) towards cohabitation (%)

Year of survey 1983 1987 1992 1996 2000

Generation ‘59-68 ‘63-72 ‘68-77 ‘72-81 ‘76-85
Generation of the parents
(approximate) ‘29-38 ‘33-42 ‘38-47 ‘42-51 ‘46-55

Approves cohabitation 76 79 78 84 87

Doesn’t rule out cohabitation 65 65 66 73 80
Thinks cohabitation is not approved
by society 64 62 57 53 34

Source: Iard survey, several years (Buzzi et al. 2002; Barbagli et al. 2003)

The cultural opening-up of society becomes noticeable mainly after the mid-1990s
(Table 2, last row). Indeed, in the last survey (2000) two out of three young Italians
declared to not perceive any objection to their possible choice of cohabitation in the
context in which they lived. We would like to remark that the young people at the end
of the 1990s are the children (born during the 1970s) of the generation that had
introjected the cultural changes of the 1960s (Note 4). This generation was born around
the first after war decade and were therefore around 18 years old in 1968. It is the same
generation of those northern Europeans who were beginning to experiment with
alternative unions to marriage. The fact that the cultural opening up of Italian parents
starts to be widespread from this very generation is consistent with our hypothesis. If
indeed in the area of weak family ties, the very generation that develops the opening-up
towards a new behaviour can right away engage in it, in the area of strong ties, by
contrast, a process of diffusion of acceptance of such behaviour among the parents is a
necessary preliminary to the process of diffusion among the children (Note 5). The
strong influence of the parents has hindered the implementation of a non traditional
behaviour by those who were entering their adult life at the end of the 1960s, but it
certainly could not prevent the diffusion, from that generation onwards, of a positive
attitude toward such a choice. Consequently, the children of this generation are
favoured by such a cultural opening up (Note 6). These are the children who were at the
onset of their adult life at the end of the 1990s.

Let’s now consider the behaviour. We are particularly interested in evaluating if,
consistent with our hypothesis, there are signs of a diffusion process underway, and if,
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for the forerunners, the parents’ characteristics are also relevant, besides those of the
youth (in particular the level of education of the father).

We shall use the data of the "Family, Social Subjects and Childhood" (FSSC98)
survey carried out in 1998 by ISTAT (National Statistical Institute). This provides the
most recent nationally representative data available on family formation in Italy. It
gives us some detailed information on the time and reasons for leaving the parental
home and on the history of marital unions. But, it does not inform us on cohabitation as
a first union not followed by marriage. Since a very large majority of Italian informal
unions are a sort of prelude period to marriage (Sabbadini 1991, Rosina 2002), the
limitation of the study to pre-marital cohabitation is only slightly partial (Note 7). It is
also possible to evaluate the incidence of cohabitation as reason for leaving the parental
home.

By using this last information we can see that the incidence of informal unions
remains very low until the birth cohorts of the 1950s. In the South this behaviour
remains at a marginal level even with successive generations, and is almost exclusively
due to the phenomenon of the “fuitine” (Note 8) (Sabbadini 1991). In the North-centre,
on the other hand, the process of diffusion appears to be coming out of its latent phase.
This is particularly true in the big cities. But also in medium and smaller towns the
choice of starting a first union is becoming socially visible (Figure. 2).

Focusing now on pre-marital unions in the North-centre, we can see that the choice
to cohabit is not only affected by the level of education of the youth but also by the
level of the father. Among the young women with a university degree, cohabitation is a
much more common choice among those coming from a family with higher cultural
resources (Figure. 3).

The descriptive results we have just seen are confirmed by a multiple regression
analysis (Table 3). We use a binomial logistic model to analyse the probability of a
cohabitation before marriage. In order to avoid too truncated cohorts, we restrict our
analysis to married women of at least 35 years of age at the time of the survey (3681
observations, 267 premarital cohabitations).
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Figure 2: Percentage of women leaving the parental home for cohabitation among
women leaving to form a first union before 30 years old. North-Centre
(NC) and South-Islands (SI). (FSSI98 data)

Figure 3: Percentage of premarital cohabitation by level of education of the women
and their fathers. North-Centre. Cohort 1960-67.  (FSSI98 data)

Source: Rosina et al (2003)
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Table 3: Results of the logistic regression model on the probability of cohabitation
before marriage. Women of the North-centre married before 35 years old
(FSSI98 data).

Variable Coeff. (se)

Cohort

1950-54 -0.99 ** (0.18)

1955-59 -0.31 ** (0.14)

1960-62 0 -

Level of Education

Compulsory -0.07 (0.25)

High-school -0.08 (0.14)

University 0 -

Education of the father

Only primary school 0 -

Compulsory school 0.49 ** (0.18)

High-school and above 0.68 ** (0.19)

City  size

Metropolitan centre 0.47 ** (0.19)

Suburbs, metropolitan area -0.05 (0.24)

Up to  10 thousands inhabitants -0.20 * (0.15)

Above 10 thousands inhabitants 0 -

Intercept -2.34 ** (0.15)

 p-value<0.10; ** p-value<0.05.

The cohort effect is significant, and confirms a progressive diffusion of the
phenomenon among younger generations. But we would like above all to remark that
the level of education of the father is strongly significant net of the level of education of
the woman herself and net of the generation to which she belongs and the place of
residence. People with a higher education are less subjected to the conditioning of
social norms and tend to be more open minded toward the possibility of their children
making non traditional choices (Note 9).

A similar analysis can be carried out on the most recent data of the “Survey on
family behaviour in urban context” (SFBUC02) conducted in 2002 in five Italian cities
on a sample of about 2,500 women with at least a child. This survey is therefore more
limited. However, it provides more detailed information on cohabitation than the 1998
ISTAT survey. Specifically, it is possible to build a richer model thanks to the
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availability of some information on the partner at first union and on religiosity at 25
years old.

Here too we use a binomial logistic model to analyse the probability of
cohabitation before marriage. In order to avoid too truncated cohorts, the analysis is
restricted to married women of at least 39 years of age at the time of the survey (2424
observations, 350 premarital cohabitations), therefore the cohorts from 1950 to 1962
(the same of the previous analysis on the  ISTAT data). The covariates being used are:
educational level and religious attendance for both the partners, type of employment of
the woman at first union, educational level of the woman’s parents, and geographical
context (Rosina and Billari 2003). It is therefore important to underline that here too,
controlling for all these covariates, the effect of the level of education of the father is
confirmed to be strong and significant on the probability of a consensual union (Figure.
4), whereas the educational levels of the mother and of the partner do not prove to be
significant.

Figure 4: Level of education of the woman and her father. Effects (and 95%
confidence interval) estimated from a logistic model on the probability of
cohabitation before marriage. Women in urban context married before
39 years old (SFBUC02 data).

Source: Our elaboration from Rosina and Billari (2003).
^ Net of religious attendance by the woman and the partner; the type of first employment of the woman; level of education of the

partner and of the mother; and geographical context.
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5. Discussion

The data here presented provide empirical evidence that the process of diffusion of
cohabitation is underway in Italy. Furthermore, we have hypothesised that the delay of
this phenomenon, if we compare Italy to other western countries, has been affected by
the conditioning of the cultural generational context of the parents. Although the
empirical results obtained are consistent with such an hypothesis, in order to test it
rigorously more updated and detailed data are necessary. The new survey on “Family
and social subjects” currently conducted by ISTAT will be particularly useful on this
subject. This survey will considerably enrich the information gathered up to now in
Italy on cohabitation, since it takes into account both the behaviour and the values and
expectations of both children and parents.

It will be also interesting to evaluate to which extent the explanation of the delay
of the diffusion of the cohabitations is generalizable to other western countries
characterized by strong family ties. In Spain, for example, the timing of the diffusion of
cohabitation is similar to the Italian case. In this country too the delay could be ascribed
more to the “still socially deviant status of cohabitation” (Baizan et al. 2003) rather than
a limited interest of the youth towards this kind of first union. In Spain, indeed, among
younger generations, there is a wider acceptance toward the formation of unmarried
couples which, however, is hardly reflected in their actual behaviour. Moreover, similar
to Italy, it is the intergenerational solidarity within the Spanish family, more than the
feeble welfare politics, which enables the youth to face the risks and uncertainties of the
socio-economic system in which he/she lives (Moreno Minguez 2003, Holdsworth and
Irazoqui Solda 2001). Therefore, the hypothesis that the soft and delayed diffusion is a
consequence of the convenience of the children to avoid choices which are openly
clashing with the values of the parents could also account for the Spanish case (Note
10).

Besides the greater value attached to the family, in Italy (but not only), marriage
continues to be a very popular choice even among the younger generations. At least for
the Italian case, indeed, the diffusion of informal unions seems to be more likely an
answer to the need for greater flexibility in the early stages of the transition to
adulthood (Note 11) than a questioning of the role of marriage.

The continuity of the strong ties and the importance of marriage suggest that
cohabitation, although quickly increasing in the near future, will keep on remaining for
a while mainly a prelude to marriage. Cohabitants will continue to live in close
proximity to their parents and will continue to have an intense material and immaterial
exchange with them.
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Notes

1.  “Public transfers for the young (for health, social assistance, and particularly for
education) are among the lowest in Europe. Whatever is not given by the
community must be supplied, one way or the other, by the family, which fills the
gap” (Livi Bacci 2001).

2.  Several studies have indeed shown how penalizing a lack of parental help can be
for the Italian youth in terms of realization of important personal objectives, of
their professional career, and in the purchase of a house (Dalla Zuanna 2001).

3.  For further information see www.istitutoiard.it.

4.  The roots of the new forms of household formation can be identified in the 1960s,
and in particular “in the marked shift in values that occurred during that decade.
They linked the demographic changes to (i) the accentuation of individual
autonomy in ethical, moral and political spheres, (ii) to the concomitant rejection of
all forms of institutional controls and authority, and (iii) to the rise of expressive
values” (Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2002).

5.  In literature, the Italian society is generally portrayed as having a less favourable
attitude towards alternative unions to marriage if compared to other western
countries. This limited social approval is often linked to a greater cultural
traditionalism towards family and marriage (see for example the relatively late
introduction of the law on divorce) matched with the strong presence of the
Catholic Church (see, among others, Ginsborg 1989, 1998; Goody 2000; Nazio,
Blossfeld 2003). We may therefore believe that the divergence between such a
limited social approval and the large favourable opinion of the youth toward
cohabitation (as shown in table 2), was wider than in other western countries.
Nevertheless it is important to keep in mind that the core of our hypothesis is
indeed another. That is – even if the divergence in other  western countries between
the youth’s attitudes and the values of their elders were equal to that observed in
Italy – the strong ties between parents and children (with the implications described
in section 3) and the close residential proximity (even when the youth has already
left the parental home), makes the possibility of a “tolerant indifference” harder in
Italy. That “tolerant indifference” which enables the European youth in the weak
family ties area to freely make choices, even though these are not shared by their
parents (Beck 1997).

6.  It is the case when the attitudes of the parents affect the  behaviour of their
children. It must be kept in mind that there is a possible reciprocal causation
between attitudes and behaviour. If the traditional attitudes among the older
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generations might limit the behaviour of the younger, on the other hand their
attitudes may also liberalize as the non traditional behaviour becomes more
common.

7.  This is particularly true for first unions: the choice to cohabit ”is the step previous
to marriage (2 cases out of 3) and if it replaces it, it is because at least one of the
partners was already married” (De Sandre 2000; see also Castiglioni 1999).

8.  Traditionally the “fuitina” (elopement) is the kidnapping of a young woman by her
boyfriend in order to oblige her family to give consent to marriage. However, this
is often carried out in complicity with the two families in order to avoid the
expensive costs of a wedding party. Indeed, it is usually followed by a frugal
celebration of  the marriage.

9.  One could object that the level of education of the father can also be considered a
good proxy of the material resources of the parental family. However, if this is the
prevailing interpretation of the variable we would expect an opposite effect on
cohabitation, since the material resources of the parental family tend, if anything, to
favour a longer stay in the parental family (indeed the material convenience to
leave it decreases, in particular “in a familistic oriented society, the rising of real
income hampers – rather than favours – the early departure of children”, Dalla
Zuanna 2001; see also Barbagli et al. 2003; Cavalli, De Lillo 1993) or a direct
marriage (which, particularly in Italy, requires greater financial support from the
family of origin than cohabitation). Indeed, from a mere economic perspective -
values, attitudes, cultural opening up, and so on being equal – the choice to cohabit
can be seen as a rational decision “in the face of uncertainty, insecurity,
unemployment and socio-economic disadvantage, just as it was in times past. In
effect a poor person’s marriage” (Kiernan 2002b; See also Oppenheimer 1988,
2003; Mills, Blossfeld 2003).

10.  It would be interesting to extend the discussion to the USA too for example for
some similar aspects to the weak family ties area ( “practical family support for the
transition to adulthood is not as widely available as in Italy“, Cook, Furstenberg
2001) but where cohabitation, although widespread, “is not normatively
encouraged” (ibidem), and to Japan “in which lineal parent-children relationships
are regarded as more important than husband-wife (or man-woman) relationships
probably, having its roots in the stem family system in the pre-modern Japan […].
Traditional familism seems to bind even the mind and behaviour of young people
in the contemporary Japan” (Atoh 2001).

11.  “There is empirical evidence that youth in all countries are clearly exposed to more
uncertainty in the course of globalization […]. High degrees of economic
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uncertainty will inhibit youth to make long-term binding commitments such as
partnerships, and particularly marriage” (Mills and Blossfeld, 2003; see also
Oppenheimer, 1988).
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