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The prevalence and stability of serial cohabitation among

West German women and men born in the early 1970s

Nicole Hiekel1

Barbara E. Fulda2

Abstract

BACKGROUND
Serial cohabitation is of growing scientific relevance as more and more people
experience the formation and dissolution of multiple unmarried cohabitations.

OBJECTIVE
Knowledge on the prevalence and stability of serial cohabitation outside the US context
is limited. We provide unprecedented estimates on serial cohabitation on a West
German cohort born in the early 1970s.

METHODS
We analyze 1,461 women and 1,121 men from the Pairfam study aged between 35 and
45 from birth cohorts 1971, 1972, and 1973 in West Germany who ever resided with a
partner. Educational differences by cohabitation order are studied using one-way
ANOVA. In multiple decrement life table analysis, we examine the stability of
cohabitation of different order during the first five years of relationship. Two possible
exit routes from unmarried cohabitation are analyzed: union dissolution and marriage.

RESULTS
Serial cohabitation is not related to educational attainment. The vast majority of
cohabiting unions end within five years, more frequently by marriage than dissolution.
Among three-and higher-order cohabitations marriage is less frequent. They do not
differ from lower-order cohabiting unions regarding dissolution incidence.
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CONCLUSIONS
Serial cohabitation is a minority experience in the cohort studied. Unlike in the United
States, serial cohabitation is equally prevalent in all educational strata. Cohabitation is a
stepping-stone towards marriage for the vast majority of cohabiters.

CONTRIBUTION
Having cohabited more than once does not imply a rejection of the institution of
marriage or reflect unwillingness to enter potentially stable and committed unions. Most
cohabiters opt for marriage although it takes two turns in some cases.

1. Introduction

Unmarried cohabitation is part and parcel of Europe’s demographic landscape. A
growing proportion of people postpone marriage because they choose to cohabit before
marrying their partner, and some forgo marriage altogether. Increasingly, cohabiting
unions involve joint children (Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). At the same time, the
proportion of first cohabiting unions that ended in dissolution has increased across
cohorts, particularly in western and northern European countries, where the societal
diffusion of unmarried cohabitation has further proceeded (Hiekel 2014). Serial
cohabitation – that is, experiencing the formation and dissolution of multiple unmarried
cohabitations – is thus of growing scientific relevance as more people enter more than
one relationship in their lifetimes, while no longer being confined to marriage as the
type of union they choose (Poortman and Lyngstad 2007). As a result of growing
partnership instability and frequent repartnering, today we observe a diversity in
people’s partnership biographies that is unprecedented and fundamentally different
from the firm sequencing of early and stable marriage with children that dominated
people’s life courses during the ‘Golden Age of Marriage’ (Dommermuth and Wiik
2014; Jalovaara and Fasang 2017).

It is remarkable though, how little we know about the prevalence and stability of
so-called serial cohabitation in the European context. Most of the existing literature has
focused on the United States (and women) and suggests that serial cohabitation is a
marginal phenomenon, associated with socioeconomic disadvantage and high
dissolution rates (Cohen and Manning 2010; Kennedy and Ruggles 2014; Lichter,
Turner, and Sassler 2010; Lichter and Qian 2008; Vespa 2014). Evidence on serial
cohabitation in Europe is scarce and predominantly stems from the Nordic countries,
where higher-order cohabitation was found to be more prevalent among more highly
educated individuals (that is, secondary or tertiary educated individuals) than among
individuals with only compulsory education (Dommermuth and Wiik 2014). At the
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same time, life courses characterized by serial cohabitation were found to be associated
with higher levels of childlessness in Finland (Jalovaara and Fasang 2017) and Norway
(Hart 2018). Bukodi (2012) furthermore shows that serially cohabiting men are a
selective group of individuals experiencing unstable work histories.

We extend the current state of European research on serial cohabitation by
providing unprecedented estimates on serial cohabitation for women and men from
West Germany, born between 1971 and 1973. We examine the prevalence and stability
of unmarried cohabitation of different orders. We continue by examining possible
routes of exit, namely the transition to first marriage or the dissolution of the
relationship. We answer three research questions: (1) How prevalent are cohabitations
of  first,  second,  or  higher  order  among  West  German  women  and  men?  (2)  How  do
these patterns differ by socioeconomic (i.e., education) status? (3) How stable are first,
second, and higher-order cohabiting unions during the first five years of their
relationship, and how prevalent is the transition to marriage or separation, respectively?

We focus on West Germany due to Germany’s historical demographic East-West
divide (Fulda 2016; Klüsener and Goldstein 2016; Kreyenfeld, Konietzka, and Walke
2011). West Germany is an interesting case of study as it is likely that serial
cohabitation patterns differ significantly from both the United States and the Nordic
countries. Unlike the United States, where 42% of women born in the 1970s reported
zero cohabitation experience when interviewed in the 2000s, unmarried cohabitation
has become the majority experience (80%) of West German men and women born in
the 1970s starting their first union (Hiekel 2014). Similar to the United States, but
different from the Nordic countries, cohabitation and marriage are clearly
distinguishable in their social function in West Germany, where marriage, rather than
unmarried cohabitation, is considered a symbol of high interpersonal commitment to a
long-term relationship, and children are much more likely to be born to married parents
(Köppen 2011).

2. Data and sample

We analyze data from the Panel of Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics
(pairfam, release 8.0, 2008–2016), which collects detailed information on union and
fertility behavior of women and men of three birth cohorts (1971–1973, 1981–1983, or
1991–1993), combining retrospective data (from age 16 onward) and prospective data
(from the year 2008 onward). The data is gathered annually. Panel stability between
waves 7 and 8 is high (93.3%) (TNS Infratest Sozialforschung 2016).

Given the study’s cohort design, we restricted the following analyses to
respondents born between 1971 and 1973 because we wanted to observe partnership
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histories until individuals were at least 35 years old at their last interview. We thus
present analyses on 1,461 women and 1,121 men who were between 35 and 45 years
old when they were last observed and who had at least once resided with a spouse or
partner. The age range of ten years is due to panel attrition: Not all respondents
participated until the last interview in 2016. We counted the number of residential
unions they ever experienced, which sometimes ended in first marriage. Of course, we
also took into account individuals who moved in with only their spouse without any
period of unmarried cohabitation. Due to markedly different demographic behavior of
same-sex couples (Andersson et al. 2006) and their different legal rights	(i.e., same-sex
marriage was legally impossible in Germany until 2017), we only consider heterosexual
unions. As we are furthermore interested in serial cohabitation with different partners,
we did not take into account breakups with the same partner and counted these
partnerships as one cohabitation.

3. The prevalence of repeated cohabitation

Figure 1 presents the prevalence of cohabitation experience in our sample. The left
panel refers to women and men who eventually entered first marriage. Among them,
only a minority (15%) reported to have had no cohabitation experience prior to first
marriage. The majority (71%) married their first cohabiting partner. In our sample, 13%
of all women and 12% of all men married their second cohabiting partner, and 2%
reported three or more cohabiting relationships prior to first marriage. As we focus on
cohabitation experience prior to first marriage, we excluded 290 cohabiting unions in
which the respondent had previously experienced a divorce. Including these unions
(results not shown) would increase the proportion of women (men) with two
cohabitation experiences from 13% to 19% (12% to 17%) and the proportion of women
and men with three and more cohabitation experiences from 2% to 5%.

The right panel of the figure refers to the small group of 210 women and 198 men
with cohabitation experience who had not (yet) entered a first marriage before the last
point of observation. 32% of never-married women and 27% of never-married men had
lived in two or more unmarried cohabitations. Interestingly, similar to the group of
women and men who ever married, the largest proportion of the never married (68% of
women and 71% of men) had cohabited with only one partner.

http://www.demographic-research.org/
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Figure 1: Cohabitation experience of West German women and men aged
between 35 and 45 from birth cohorts 1971–1973 who have ever
entered a coresidential union

Data: pairfam 8.0.

4. Educational differences in cohabitation experience

Earlier studies on the US and British contexts found that serial cohabitation is more
widespread among disadvantaged sections of the population (Bukodi 2012; Lichter and
Qian 2008). We are now interested in studying the occurrence of serial cohabitation by
educational level. Dommermuth and Wiik (2014), for example, presume that couples’
lower living costs provide an explanation for why socially disadvantaged individuals
quickly decide to move in together with a new partner after a breakup. Quick
repartnering, however, often entails higher chances of a(nother) future breakup.
Furthermore, the emergence of unmarried cohabitation may have led to selection of
individuals into serial cohabitation by educational background (Perelli-Harris et al.
2017).
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To determine if similar conclusions can be drawn for the West German context, we
conducted a one-way ANOVA to determine if women and men with different numbers
of cohabitation experiences also systematically differed in terms of educational
attainment. We conducted a Tukey post-hoc test to identify which groups significantly
differed from each other. We measured individual educational attainment at the last
point of observation among individuals aged between 35 and 45. Respondents were
classified into four groups: no cohabitation experience, and one, two, and three or more
cohabitations experiences. Unlike findings presented in Figure 1, here we analyze
respondents who ever experienced an unmarried cohabitation and respondents who
entered a first marriage jointly, and we present findings in Figure 2.

Figure 2: Percentage distribution of educational attainment by cohabitation
experience of West German women and men born between 1971 and
1973 reported at age 35–45

Data: pairfam 8.0.
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We find, first,  that the group who attained lower secondary education (or less) is
largest among women and men who directly married their first partner. Second, women
and men with cohabitation experience had more frequently obtained university
education than women and men without any cohabitation experience. Yet, the groups of
cohabiters with different relationship parity do not differ significantly in their
educational attainment.

5. Union stability and routes of exit from first, second, and higher-
order cohabiting unions

We finally analyzed how many unmarried cohabitations of different parity ended within
the first five years of their relationship and the prevalence of two possible routes of exit:
marriage or separation. We used information on the start and end date of 2,262 first,
446 second, and 106 third or higher-order unions. Figure 3 (women) and Figure 4 (men)
show the result of a multiple decrement life table estimation comparing the chances of
survival of women’s and men’s first, and (if applicable) second, and third or higher-
order cohabiting union, as well as the cumulative incidences of marriage or separation
during the first five years of union duration. These findings can also be found in Table
A1 in the appendix. Do we observe differences in the stability and outcome of lower
and higher order cohabitations?

Our findings contrast with findings from similar analyses of the United States,
where union stability was found to be generally low in all cohabitation parities, and
more unions ended by dissolution rather than marriage from the beginning of the
relationship onward (Lichter and Qian 2008). In contrast, we observe a high stability (>
90%) of cohabiting unions of any order during the first year. The proportion of women
and men in cohabiting unions who got married increases in subsequent years. The
cumulative incidence of dissolution in first and second cohabiting unions doubles each
year  during  the  first  three  years  from the  start  of  a  cohabiting  union and continues  to
increase at a lower rate afterward. Five years after starting to live together, around 30%
of all couples had broken up with their partner irrespective of whether it was their first,
second, or third or higher-order union. For first and second cohabiting unions, the
cumulative incidence of marriage is double the cumulative incidence of separation in
the first five years of their relationship. Within this period, more than 60% of first and
second order cohabiting unions had ended in marriage, which is twice the number of
those ending in union dissolution.
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Figure 3: Multiple decrement life table estimates of cohabitation outcome by
duration (in years) and order, for women aged between 35 and 45
years, born in 1971–1973

Data: pairfam 8.0.
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Figure 4: Multiple decrement life table estimates of cohabitation outcome by
duration (in years) and order, for men aged between 35 and 45 years,
born in 1971–1973

Data: pairfam 8.0.
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Third or higher-order unions show different patterns of stability and exit routes,
but it should be noted that these results are based on a small sample. The proportion of
women in third or higher-order unions who proceeded to marriage within five years was
lower compared to first and second order unions (around 40%). The proportion of
individuals who dissolved their union was comparable to lower parity unions (around
30%), resulting in an overall greater proportion of women still cohabiting in a third or
higher-order union after five years. For men, we find similar results. In contrast to
women in a third or higher-order union, the proportion of men’s unions that were still
intact after five years was about half the proportion of women’s (12%). Men who
transitioned from a third or higher-order cohabitation during the first five years did so
twice as frequently via the route of marriage than via dissolution (62% vs. 25%). It has
to be noted that the analyses for men were based on an even smaller sample (42 men vs.
63 women).

6. Conclusion

This study fills a void in the literature by providing unprecedented estimates on the
prevalence and stability of serial cohabitation for a cohort of West German women and
men aged between 35 and 45 in 2016. It reveals the following three main findings:
First, a majority of individuals experiences one unmarried cohabitation, yet only a
minority of West German women and men experience several unmarried cohabitations.
Given the small share of individuals with more than two cohabitation experiences, we
propose to use the term ‘repeated cohabitation’ in future research. The term ‘serial
cohabitation’ has been coined by US family demographers and, in our view, suggests
that a significant number of individuals experiences three or more unmarried
cohabitations in their lifetime. This assumption has so far been contradicted by
empirical evidence in any country context studied.

Second, the positive educational gradient for cohabitation identified for many
European countries also applies to West Germany, but we find no evidence for further
selection into partnership biographies comprising more than one cohabitation
experience based on education.

Finally, the vast majority of the analyzed cohort proceeded to marriage in their
mid-30s to mid-40s, if not with their first, then with their second cohabiting partner.
This is mirrored in the life table analysis that revealed almost identical survival patterns
for first and second cohabiting unions: an overall low stability due to high transition
rates to marriage, and dissolution rates of about half the size of marriage rates.
Cohabiting unions of third or higher order reveal greater rather than lower stability, but
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at the same time a lower transition rate to marriage. Dissolution patterns of third or
higher-order cohabiting unions were almost identical to lower parity unions.

The presented evidence on serial cohabitation in the West German context
suggests important differences to findings in the predominant US-based literature on
serial cohabitation and moreover extends estimates on serial cohabitation to men.
Unlike in the United States, where concerns about the growing prevalence of higher-
order unmarried cohabitation dominate the scientific debate around increasingly
complex partnership biographies, in a West German cohort of men and women born in
the 1970s, cohabitation represented an important stepping stone to marriage, if not with
the first, then with the second partner. At the same time, repeated cohabitation was
observed in higher percentages among never-married women and men but did not
emerge as a clear alternative to entering only one stable resident union. In that respect,
our demographic exercise on the prevalence, stability, and routes of exit from repeated
cohabitation contributes to family scholars’ broad understanding of increasingly
complex partnership biographies in different country contexts. At the same time,
cohabitation experience prior to marriage has become almost universal.

The societal diffusion of (repeated) cohabitation is an ongoing process. We thus
expect the share of serial cohabiters to have grown among younger cohorts. Soon, the
1981–1983 pairfam cohort will reach age 40, allowing a cohort comparison in the
context of West Germany.
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Appendix

Table A-1: Cohabitation experience of West German women and men between
age 35 and 45 from birth cohorts 1971–1973 who have ever entered a
coresidential union

Women (n = 1,461)
Number of cohabitations Never married women (n = 210) Ever married women (n = 1,251)
0 – 14.79
1 67.62 70.18
2 19.52 12.84
3+ 12.86 2.16
Men (n = 1,021)
Number of cohabitations Never married men (n = 198) Ever married men (n = 923)
0 – 14.63
1 71.72 70.86
2 21.21 12.13
3+ 7.09 2.39

Data: pairfam 8.0.
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Table A-2: Multiple decrement life table estimates of women’s and men’s
cohabitation outcome by duration (in years), for women and men
between age 35 and 45, born in 1971–1973

Women (n = 1,461)
Years completed 1 2 3 4 5 n
First union 1,276
Surviving 0.905 0.690 0.498 0.309 0.087
Ending 0.095 0.310 0.502 0.691 0.913

marriage 0.074 0.241 0.381 0.502 0.638
separation 0.020 0.069 0.121 0.188 0.275

Second union
Surviving 0.918 0.679 0.456 0.231 0.053 256
Ending 0.082 0.321 0.544 0.769 0.947

marriage 0.066 0.247 0.394 0.533 0.634
separation 0.016 0.074 0.150 0.237 0.313

Third or higher union
Surviving 0.984 0.714 0.564 0.369 0.300 63
Ending 0.016 0.286 0.436 0.631 0.700

marriage 0.000 0.159 0.275 0.373 0.407
separation 0.016 0.127 0.160 0.258 0.292

Men (n = 1,021)
Years completed 1 2 3 4 5 n
First union 986
Surviving 0.913 0.677 0.475 0.275 0.084
Ending 0.087 0.323 0.525 0.725 0.916

marriage 0.066 0.233 0.373 0.523 0.652
separation 0.021 0.089 0.152 0.202 0.265

Second union
Surviving 0.905 0.653 0.489 0.251 0.034 190
Ending 0.095 0.347 0.511 0.749 0.966

marriage 0.068 0.211 0.351 0.507 0.670
separation 0.026 0.137 0.160 0.242 0.297

Third or higher union
Surviving 0.976 0.667 0.538 0.311 0.124 43
Ending 0.024 0.333 0.462 0.689 0.876

marriage 0.024 0.214 0.317 0.499 0.624
separation 0.000 0.119 0.145 0.190 0.253

Source: pairfam 8.0.
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