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Research Article

The diversity in longitudinal partnership trajectories during the
transition to adulthood: How is it related to individual characteristics
and regional living conditions?

Barbara E. Fulda!

Abstract

BACKGROUND

Previous research has concentrated on the quantum and timing of partnership statuses
during the transition to adulthood, but it has however remained unclear how partnership
trajectories unfold and how trajectories interdepend. It is furthermore unknown how in-
dividual characteristics and regional living conditions relate to the type of partnership
trajectory an individual experiences.

OBJECTIVE

By studying longitudinal partnership trajectories in a sequence analysis, this article ex-
amines the types of partnership trajectories that are observable between the ages of 15
and 40. It furthermore asks how individual characteristics and regional living conditions
relate to the sequencing, timing, and quantum of partnership transitions. It finally shows
how the turbulence in partnership trajectories relates to these factors.

METHODS AND DATA
I analyze the 1971-1973 birth cohort in the German Family Panel (pairfam).

RESULTS

Partnership trajectories split up into four patterns. Educational level, gender, and ethnic
background significantly influence the probability of experiencing one of these partner-
ship trajectories. Urban residents experience greater diversity in partnership statuses and
are single for longer periods than rural residents. Twenty-six years after Germany’s uni-
fication, socialization in eastern or western Germany still matters: Eastern Germans are
more likely than western Germans to remain in a cohabitation until they are 40.

CONTRIBUTION
This article presents novel evidence on the typical partnership trajectories of a recent
cohort. It shows that partnership histories are closely linked to membership in a social
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group and socialization in an institutional setting. Only some social groups are prone to
experiencing turbulent partnership histories.

1. Introduction

Partnership histories often differ depending on individual socioeconomic status and level
of education. Hullen (2001) shows that women with higher educational aspirations in
Germany marry more infrequently and/or at a later point in time. However, as Diekmann
(1996) illustrates, individuals who did not complete their school training are more often
single than other parts of the German population. He also shows that individuals with a
lower level of education — e.g., who have only completed elementary school — are less of-
ten single than other educational groups (ibid.). Most findings on partnership trajectories
during the transition to adulthood are still based on cross-sectional individual or aggre-
gate data instead of longitudinal partnership histories. Most studies focus on the study
of one transition, i.e., the transition to cohabitation or marriage. Recent knowledge on
partnership formation is also missing, as most empirical information relies on evidence
regarding older birth cohorts from the 1950s and 1960s.

By studying the longitudinal partnership formation trajectories of a recent birth co-
hort, born between 1971 and 1973, T go beyond the limitations of most published studies
and holistically examine how pathways to adulthood unfold. This article also enlarges
our knowledge on how partnership histories are related to individual characteristics and
regional living conditions. Finally, I show how the frequency of changes in partnership
status, and thus the turbulence of individual partnership histories, differs between social
groups and according to place of residence.

I explore individual histories over a period of 25 years, that is from the ages of
15 to 40, the phase in which most individuals begin and stabilize their partnerships. I
thereby extend previous studies that have often suffered from right censoring in the early
to mid-thirties and present previously unknown information on the individual longitudinal
histories of a recent cohort. Theoretically, I thus take on a life course perspective, assum-
ing that events in an individual’s life course are deeply intertwined (Elder, Kirkpatrick
Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003). By studying whole partnership formation histories, I take
into account the interdependency of past and present partnership status in an individual’s
life. T also take into account pre-decisional individual dispositions, such as individual’s
socioeconomic characteristics. The following sequence analysis is furthermore unique
in that it includes non-residential partnerships, a partnership status that most sequence
analyses do not consider.
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I conduct my analysis on the basis of the German Family Panel Study (pairfam),
a multi-disciplinary, longitudinal, multi-actor study launched in 2008 with a nationwide
random sample of more than 12,000 persons from three birth cohorts (Briiderl et al. 2015).
Pairfam contains formerly unknown information on longitudinal individual partnership
histories in Germany, which I extract.

I show that longitudinal partnership histories fall into four types. A standard trajec-
tory can therefore not be observed, nor is there a high pluralization of partnership tra-
jectories contrary to what most of the literature proposes (Van De Kaa 1987). Individual
characteristics, living in an urban or rural context or in eastern or western Germany in-
fluence partnership trajectories significantly. Individuals furthermore experience a higher
number of changes in partnership status between the ages of 15 and 40 depending on the
social group to which they belong and whether they live in cities.

Based on my findings, I conclude that only some groups have been prone to experi-
encing a higher pluralization of the life course since the 1950s and 1960s. The diversity
in life courses is thus still dependent on individuals’ placement within the social structure
and their life circumstances. I thus show that the pluralization of different forms of living
cannot be observed independently of individual characteristics or the social/institutional
context in which individuals reside.

2. Theory and empirical evidence

Empirical evidence on partnership formation histories in recent cohorts is scarce due to
the lack of appropriate data. Theoretical arguments regarding why individuals choose
one or another partnership trajectory are also largely lacking, although some empirical
research indicates that individuals” whole life histories can differ depending on their char-
acteristics. In a sequence analysis of the 2002 retrospective biographical survey of the
Swiss Household Panel, Widmer and Ritschard (2009) find that cohabitational trajecto-
ries — that is, whether individuals live with their parents, children, or partner — are not
mainly influenced by gender differences. However, Robette (2010), in a sequence anal-
ysis of the French Familles et Employeurs survey from 2004-2005, shows that women’s
pathways to adulthood are more dissimilar and more turbulent than men’s. In their study
of mothers and children from the Detroit metropolitan area, Xie et al. (2003) calculate
the individual probability of choosing marriage over cohabitation depending on women’s
earnings. They show that women with low earnings at a young age tend to postpone
marriage and are more likely to cohabit, if they are career-oriented. In their analysis
of the National Survey of Families and Households, Manning and Smock (1995) show
that cohabitation rates in the United States differ between ethnic groups. While more
black women than men cohabit, more white men than women cohabit. Furthermore,
more whites than blacks marry after having cohabited, even if these individuals have the
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same individual characteristics (e.g., economic prospects or family background) (ibid.).
Women’s probability of cohabiting was also found to be lower than men’s in an analysis
of the French Generations and Gender Survey (Mortelmans et al. 2015).

Choosing a Living Apart Together partnership (LAT) — that is, being in an intimate
relationship with a partner who lives somewhere else - over a cohabitation also depends on
individual characteristics: Mortelmans et al. (2015) find that LAT relationships in France
are more common among the more highly educated. Furthermore, more men than women
in France between the ages of 15 and 40 are in a LAT relationship (Régnier-Loilier, Beau-
jouan, and Villeneuve-Gokalp 2009). Liefbroer, Poortman, and Seltzer (2015) analyze
data on ten western and eastern European countries from the Generations and Gender
Survey. They provide evidence that LAT relationships are more common among people
enrolled in higher education, people with liberal attitudes and highly educated people.

Given the fact that the rise in cohabitation rates and the number of LAT partnerships
takes place in a social context in which individuals are less willing to fulfill socially valued
roles, while personal choice and individual development have become more important
(Cherlin 2004), the question arises of why people still decide to get married. Becker
(1991) assumes that marriage as a partnership status is advantageous, because it fosters
specialization between couples. Women are assumed to be more productive at home than
men, while men gain higher wages on the labor market. Marriage provides the perfect
framework for the specialization of both partners in their respective roles. Both partners
increase their utility by exchanging women’s home work for men’s labor-market work in
the context of marriage. However, Cherlin (2004) notes that the specialization model does
not provide an explanation for why cohabitation rates are rising or why some couples
prefer to cohabit instead of getting married. He argues that marriage and cohabitation
differ in that the former partnership status offers a secure context for investments. Due
to public commitment to a long-term, possibly lifelong relationship, the risk is lower
that one or both partners will ignore common agreements. Being married thus creates a
more secure environment for joint long-term investments such as homes and automobiles
(ibid.).

Different ethnic groups can also be assumed to differ with regard to the timing and
quantum of marriage. Milewski (2011) shows that family-formation processes among
immigrants from Turkey and their descendants tend to more closely resemble those of
Turkey than those of their Western European host countries. She finds that individuals
with Turkish background marry earlier and have a higher number of children than native
Germans.

The institutional setting has an influence on partnership trajectories as well. Ger-
many is a low-fertility country that has experienced a change in living arrangements in
the last few decades. Dorbritz (2008) mentions a trend in which individualization leads to
a lower rate of marriage and an increase in alternative living arrangements such as LAT
partnerships and cohabitation. However, most couples in Germany marry before having
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children (ibid.). There are also regional differences within Germany regarding prefer-
ences for getting married or cohabiting. Kldrner (2015) presents evidence that a very
high acceptance of long-term or permanent cohabitation persists in eastern Germany. He
argues that the widespread liberal attitudes towards marriage in the region reflect the laws
and socio-structural factors of the eighteenth century, “when Prussian civil law supported
lone mothers” (ibid.: 261). Later, legislation in the German Democratic Republic (GDR)
sustained this tradition (ibid.). The high acceptance of cohabitation is also a result of the
fact that more women work full-time in eastern than in western Germany. As women
are able to provide for themselves marriage loses its security function (ibid.). Kiernan’s
(2001) research supports these findings, as she shows that western Germans proceed from
cohabitation to marriage in a much shorter time and at a higher rate than eastern Germans.

Snyder and Brown (2004) examine the geographical differences in family formation
behaviors such as first cohabitation and first marriage. Women residing in urban centers
and suburban areas in the United States are less likely to cohabit or marry than women in
rural areas. The authors conclude that rural women hold more traditional views regarding
family-formation behavior. Traditional norms in rural areas thus make cohabitation a less
common first union than marriage.

Salmela-Aro et al. (2011) find that the most turbulent phase with respect to status
change in a sample of Finnish university students appears to be around the age of 25. It is
unclear, however, whether or how the turbulence in status changes is related to individual
characteristics and residency in specific institutional and social settings.

Summing up, most existing research has examined whether specific social groups
experience a LAT partnership, cohabitation, or marriage during their life course. The
literature also proposes that gender, ethnicity, education, and social and institutional con-
texts matter, but it has not provided evidence on differences in longitudinal partnership
trajectories or how individual characteristics and place of residence relate to the kind of
longitudinal partnership trajectory an individual experiences. Based on the empirical ev-
idence presented above, I assume that men have a higher likelihood of cohabiting than
women (Hypothesis 1a) or entering a LAT partnership (Hypothesis 1b). I further assume
that more highly educated individuals have a higher likelihood of experiencing a LAT
partnership or cohabitating than less educated individuals (Hypothesis 2). With increas-
ing age the individual likelihood of getting married increases (Hypothesis 3). Long-term
investments such as buying homes and automobiles can thus be ensured. I also expect
ethnic groups to differ with regard to the quantum and timing of transitions: Individuals
with Turkish background most probably marry earlier than native Germans (Hypothe-
sis 4). Previous institutional differences between the former GDR and the Federal Re-
public of Germany are still likely to have an influence on partnership histories: Eastern
Germans are more likely to remain in a permanent cohabitation than western Germans
(Hypothesis 5). Furthermore, urban residents are more likely to remain in a LAT part-
nership, while rural residents are more likely to get married (Hypothesis 6). There are,
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however, no clear expectations regarding the types of partnership trajectories individuals
experience during the transition to adulthood or how individual characteristics relate to
experiencing a specific type of partnership trajectory. Robette (2010) and Widmer and
Ritschard (2009) provide contradictory evidence in their studies on gender differences
in the de-standardization of life courses. It has furthermore rarely been studied how the
turbulence of partnership histories and individual characteristics are interlinked (Widmer
and Ritschard 2009). In the following, I will thus provide first evidence on types of part-
nership trajectories and how individual characteristics and place of residence relate to
partnership trajectories and diversity in partnership status between the ages of 15 and 40.

3. Data and methods

Every life course is characterized by a sequence and combination of transitions. Studying
a large number of life courses makes it possible to discover similar behavior at specific
ages and similar transition sequences that are often grounded in cultural preferences and
ethical prescriptions. In this article, I employ sequence analysis to observe the timing,
quantum, and sequencing of events, i.e., changes in partnership status in individual lives.
Timing designates the specific age at which a particular transition occurs. Individual
sequences can also differ in relation to quantum (how many events occur) and sequencing
(the order in which events occur) within a given time frame.

Conducting a sequence analysis has several advantages, one of these being that part-
nership formation histories rather than individual partnership status at specific points in
time are examined. I thus know the former and present status an individual has happened
to occupy. I can therefore examine interdependencies between past partnership histories
and present partnership statuses. Using a sequence analysis approach also makes it pos-
sible to compare and cluster individuals according to similarities in individual life course
histories. As I am not constraining the data to a pre-existing categorization, I am able to
discover formerly unknown social differences in social pathways.

To study longitudinal partnership trajectories, I use the pairfam dataset, waves 1 to
6, and concentrate on the oldest cohort, born between 1971 and 1973, as this cohort has
the longest completed union histories. I examine the following five statuses: being single
(S), being in a relationship but not cohabiting (LAT), cohabiting (C), being married and
non-cohabiting (LATM), and being married and cohabiting (MC).? As individual char-
acteristics and place of residence can be assumed to have an influence on the turbulence
of partnership histories — that is, on the variation in and duration of partnership status
— I complement my study of ideal-typical partnership formation histories by calculating
the turbulence of partnership trajectories (Elzinga and Liefbroer 2007). I am thus able to

2 Four hundred and twenty-three individuals were married, but did not cohabit with their marriage partners,
while most individuals in my sample were cohabiting with their spouses before they married.
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explain partnership instability resulting from changes in partnership status such as mov-
ing in together, but also separation and divorce. I furthermore show how turbulence in
partnership histories relates to individual characteristics and place of residence. My se-
quential representation of partnership trajectories between the ages of 15 and 40 covers
300 months. This means that I provide complete information on individual partnership
status in each of these months.

I made the following decisions in the data-preparation stage. In the event of over-
lapping partnerships, as some partnerships in the dataset overlap by one to eight months,
I cut off the partnership episodes with the previous partner. I exclude individuals whose
partner died, as I am interested in partnership status changes resulting from individual
decision-making. I further exclude partnerships for which the beginning or end date is
missing and relationships of negative length, thus where the relationship start date is later
than the end date. I furthermore concentrate on partnerships without breaks. As I am
interested in turbulence in partnership histories resulting from promiscuity rather than in
breaks within one relationship, my findings on turbulence in relationships would be bi-
ased if I included this special group. Unstable partnerships should therefore be studied
separately in future analyses.

I analyze the sequence dataset with the package TraMineR in the software R (Gabad-
inho et al. 2011). I proceed in the following three steps: First, life course trajectories are
presented as a string of characters. Each element in the chain is the status at a specific
date. In my case, [ am studying monthly partnership status. Second, I compute a matrix
of dissimilarities between pairs of sequences. To this end, I apply the optimal matching
algorithm to calculate a matrix of distances between all pairs of sequences (Abbott and
Tsay 2000). The insertion cost is set to 1. Optimal matching (OM) is chosen because this
sequence dissimilarity measure provides a flexible alternative compared to, e.g., the two
extreme cases of the Levenshtein II and the Hamming distance. While the Hamming dis-
tance applies only to pairs of sequences of the same length and is very sensitive to timing
mismatches (Studer and Ritschard 2016), OM makes it possible to compare sequences
that are partly similar but shifted (Scherer and Bruederl 2006). However, the Levenshtein
distance is sensitive to spell durations and sequencing, as it can be represented as the
count of the elements in each sequence that is not involved in the longest common subse-
quence (ibid.). OM is thus a very flexible dissimilarity measure that can cope with many
situations (Studer and Ritschard 2016).

Third, I analyze the matrix and construct typologies in a cluster analysis, i.e., a dual-
data reduction scheme, using Ward’s algorithm.? I thereby aim to construct a limited

3 “There are several other methods which can be applied to calculate clusters. Firstly, through the single-linkage
method (or the nearest-neighbor method), the distance between two clusters is represented by the minimum of
the distance between all possible pairs of subjects in the two clusters. The complete-linkage method secondly
is the exact opposite of the nearest-neighbor method. The distance between two clusters is defined as the
maximum of the distances between all possible pairs of observations. In the average-linkage method (centroid
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number of sequence typologies. I have chosen the final cluster solution of four clusters
based on a visual inspection of the dendrogram and clarity of interpretation.

Fourth, after identifying the four clusters, I conduct a multinomial logistic regres-
sion, in which the propensity to belong to a specific cluster is a function of a set of
covariates. To identify the most significant discriminant covariates and their interactions,
I also use the regression tree method (Studer et al. 2011).

This analysis is complemented, fifth, by regressing the turbulence of longitudinal
partnership histories on individual characteristics and regional living conditions in a lin-
ear regression. The turbulence of sequences implies an increasing number of transitions,
and/or an increasing number of distinct states, and/or increasing variation in the tim-
ing/duration of events (Elzinga and Liefbroer 2007: 232). It takes into account the dura-
tion and sequencing of events in a sequence, while the entropy index only accounts for the
prevalence of distinct states in a sequence (ibid.).* To illustrate differences between the
measures of turbulence and entropy, I also regress the entropy of longitudinal partnership
histories on individual characteristics and regional living conditions.

The multinomial logistic and linear regressions are performed by gender (female vs.
male), educational attainment by age 40 (basic, secondary, and tertiary educational level),
ethnic background (Turkish background, ethnic German immigrant [‘Spétaussiedler’],
and native German), and regional living environment in the first wave (urban or rural,
eastern or western Germany). I thus analyze the partnership trajectories of 2,473 women
and 2,015 men: 4,488 individuals in total.

method), the distance between two clusters is thirdly obtained by taking the average distance between all pairs of
subjects in the two clusters. The Ward’s method does not compute distances between clusters. Rather, it forms
clusters by maximizing within-clusters homogeneity. In other words, the Ward’s method tries to minimize the
total within-group or within-cluster sums of squares” (Sobotka and Adigiizel 2003: 10). I apply Ward’s (1963)
agglomerative hierarchical clustering because it tends to generate clusters of fairly similar sizes.

4 Entropy measures within-sequence diversity in an individual partnership trajectory and is thus a heterogene-
ity indicator, but, as mentioned above, it does not account for the duration of states within the sequences. The
entropy index takes its maximal value for a uniform distribution and is zero when only one state is observed
(Widmer and Ritschard 2009). Zero entropy is thus representative of an individual staying in the same partner-
ship status during the whole sequence, that is, between the ages of 15 and 40. Entropy is maximal when the
individual partnership trajectory goes through all possible states and when the same amount of time is spent
in each state (ibid.). Widmer and Ritschard (2009), however, mention that the sequencing of states can dif-
fer between individuals without affecting the degree of entropy. For example, the sequences AAABBBC and
ABCABAB have the same entropy (ibid.).
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4. Results

4.1 Descriptive analysis

I begin by presenting the quantum and timing of partnership status according to individual
socioeconomic characteristics, such as gender, and regional living conditions, such as
urban living, in wave 1. Please note that the state distribution plots in Figures 1, 3, 5, 6, 9,
and 10 do not show individual sequences or follow-ups. They instead provide aggregated
views of successive slices in each of the 300 months. They are therefore useful as a way
to gauge the quantum and timing of partnership status at specific dates in individuals’
lives in a specific society.

Figure 1: Distribution of partnership status by gender
1 Male (44.3%) 2 Female (55.7%)
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Source: Pairfam waves 1-6, own research.
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Figure 2: Mean time in partnership status by gender
Mean time - 1 Male (44.9%) Mean time - 2 Female (55.1%)
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Source: Pairfam waves 1-6, own research.

Beginning with the quantum and timing of specific partnership status of men and
women between the ages of 15 and 40, I observe the classic age gap between men and
women (e.g., lacovou 2002): Many women in the sample enter a relationship, start a
cohabitation with their partner, and marry their partner at a younger age than men (see
Figure 1). Between the ages of 15 and 40, men therefore spend more time on average
being single, while women spend more time being married (see Figure 2). With regard to
the mean time spent in a cohabitation or a LAT partnership, however, men and women do
not differ much (see Figure 2).
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Figure 3: Distribution of partnership status by educational level
Basic education (16.9%) Secondary education (38.9%)
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Figure 4: Mean time spent in partnership status between the ages of 15 and
40 by educational level
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Source: Pairfam waves 1-6, own research.

I also differentiate between individuals who have achieved basic, secondary, or ter-
tiary education by the age of 40. When comparing these educational groups, I observe
that a higher proportion of individuals who have achieved tertiary educational level by the
age of 40 live in an unmarried partnership or cohabitation compared to individuals who
have achieved a basic educational level by the same age. Furthermore, the majority of in-
dividuals with basic education marry earlier than individuals with tertiary education (see
Figure 3). I continue by taking a closer look at the mean time these educational groups
spend in the respective partnership statuses between the ages of 15 and 40. The higher
the individual educational level at age 40, the smaller the mean time spent in a marriage
(see Figure 4). This can be explained by the fact that more highly educated individuals
marry later than individuals with a lower level of education (see Figure 3). Individuals
who achieved tertiary education at age 40 spend the highest amount of time being single
between the ages of 15 and 40, compared to individuals who achieved basic or secondary
education at age 40.

Ethnicity also matters for the choice of partnership status: I observe that more native
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Germans cohabit and enter LAT partnerships, than do individuals of the two other ethnic
groups (see Figure 5). Of course, the two ethnic minorities differ as well in their part-
nership trajectories. Fewer individuals with a Turkish background than ethnic German
immigrants cohabit or enter a LAT partnership. Furthermore, the status of being mar-
ried but not (yet) cohabiting is almost exclusively occupied by individuals with a Turkish
background. I call this status a ‘LAT marriage.’

Figure 5: Distribution of partnership status by ethnic background
Native German, no migration background (88.9%) Ethnic-German Immigrant (Aussiedler) (5.1%)
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Source: Pairfam waves 1-6, own research.

Growing up in different institutional contexts also matters for partnership trajec-
tories: I observe that a larger proportion of individuals from eastern Germany cohabit
between the ages of 15 and 40 than do western Germans (see Figure 6, 13.07% in eastern
and 6.04% in western Germany). This finding is even more obvious when the mean time
eastern and western Germans spend in the respective states is examined: The mean time
spent in a cohabitation is much greater in eastern than in western Germany, while indi-
viduals in western Germany spend more time in a marriage (see Figure 7). This finding
confirms previous evidence on lower marriage and higher cohabitation rates in eastern
Germany (Kiernan 2001). Most eastern German individuals who get married, however,
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marry at a similar age as western Germans (see Figure 6). Finally, I observe that the per-
centage of singles at age 40 in eastern and western Germany differ tremendously (32.17%

in western vs. 22.98% in eastern Germany).

Figure 6: Distribution of partnership status among eastern and western
Germans between the ages of 15 and 40
West Germany (81.4%) East Germany (18.6%)
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Figure 7: Mean time spent in partnership status between the ages of 15 and
40 by region (eastern and western Germany)
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Source: Pairfam waves 1-6, own research.

My presentation of quantum and timing closes with a comparison of the longitudinal
partnership trajectories of urban and rural residents. Urban residents spend more time
between the ages of 15 and 40 being single, while rural residents spend more time in
a marriage (see figure 8). The differences between rural and urban residents are not as
pronounced as between eastern and western Germans, however.
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Figure 8: Mean time of urban vs. rural residents spent in partnership status
between the ages of 15 and 40
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Source: Pairfam waves 1-6, own research.
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Figure 9: Distribution of partnership status of urban and rural residents
between the ages of 15 and 40
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4.2 Cluster analysis and multinomial logistic regression

Having provided descriptive evidence on the quantum and timing of individual sequences,
I now present the sequencing of events, that is, the order in which events occur in indi-
viduals’ lives. To this end, I first group similar life course trajectories into clusters, each
representing a typology of a partnership trajectory. I choose a four-cluster solution based
on the dendrogram and clarity of interpretation. 26.74 % of the whole sample belong
to Cluster 1, 21 % to Cluster 2, 13 % to Cluster 3, and 40 % to Cluster 4.5 A standard
life course is not observable in this cohort. Instead, depending on their individual char-
acteristics and regional living conditions, individuals split up into four different kinds of
trajectories.

5 The distribution of partnership status between the ages of 15 and 40 in each cluster is presented in Figure 10.
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4.2.1 Descriptive evidence on the four clusters

Beginning with Cluster 1, the ‘mavericks’ cluster, most members in this group experience
long periods in which they are single (see Figure 10). Most individuals in this cluster stay
single until month 260 (age 36). Fewer members of the ‘mavericks’ cluster are married
at the age of 40 than members of the ‘early marriers’ cluster (Cluster 2), in which nearly
everyone is married. A higher number of members of Cluster 1 is cohabiting or in a LAT
partnership at age 40 than in Clusters 2 (‘early marriers’) and 4 (‘late marriers’), however.

In the second cluster, the ‘early marriers’ cluster, most members are married at age
27 (month 145) and from age 30 (month 181) on nearly the whole cluster is married. Most
members of this group switch from a LAT partnership or a cohabitation into a marriage
at a comparatively early age.

The third cluster is called the ‘cohabiters’ cluster, as most members in this cluster
choose to cohabit instead of getting married until they are 40. Most individuals in this
cluster have been in a relationship since the age of 21, but remain in a permanent co-
habitation or LAT partnership until they are 40. I also observe that most members in the
‘cohabiters’ cluster cohabit by age 21 (month 73) (see Figure 10).

Finally, individuals in the fourth cluster are called the ‘late marriers,” as the majority
of them are married by age 40, but most have experienced long periods in which they
were single, in a LAT relationship, or cohabiting. Most individuals in this cluster did not
marry until they turned 30 (month 181).
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Figure 10: Distribution of partnership statuses in clusters 1-4
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ive sequences in each of the four clusters
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We learn from Figure 11 that 26.6 % of the ‘mavericks’ cluster are represented by
three representative sequences (see Plot 1). The representative sequences in each plot
are plotted bottom-up according to their representativeness score. In the representative
sequence with the highest representativeness score in the first plot an individual stays sin-
gle until about age 35 (month 241). He/she then starts a LAT relationship followed by a
short phase of cohabitation. In Plot 2, two representative sequences portray 32.2 % of the
‘early marriers’ cluster. The representative sequence with the highest representativeness
score on the bottom of this plot shows that an individual stays single roughly until the age
of 18, briefly enters a LAT relationship and then gets married at a comparatively young
age (about age 20, month 61). In Cluster 3 (‘cohabiters’) 25.5 % of the sequences are
represented by six representative sequences. The representative sequence with the high-
est representative score at the bottom of the plot shows an individual who stays single
until about the age of 17 (month 25). He/she then enters a LAT relationship until the
age of 20, when he/she starts cohabiting. Finally, 25.6 % of the ‘late marriers’ cluster
are represented by five representative sequences. Here, the representative sequence with
the highest representativeness score at the bottom shows that individuals are single until
about the age of 23, then cohabit briefly and get married.

4.2.2 Multinomial logistic regression and regression tree

Which characteristics make individuals prone to pursuing one of these specific partner-
ship formation trajectories? I observe that more men (15%) than women (12%) belong
to the ‘mavericks’ cluster, while more women (15%) than men (6%) belong to the ‘early
marriers’ cluster. The percentages of men and women belonging to both other clusters are
similar. Going beyond descriptive statistics, I conduct a multinomial logistic regression
and thus calculate the probability of pursuing a specific social pathway, i.e., belonging to
one of the four clusters, depending on individual socioeconomic characteristics or type of
living environment. I regress gender, education, ethnic background, urban or rural living,
and growing up in eastern or western Germany on cluster membership in the ‘mavericks’
vs. the remaining three clusters.®

Table 1 shows the probability of pursuing a specific social pathway according to
several individual and regional characteristics. First, I discover that women have a signif-
icantly higher probability than men of belonging to the ‘early marriers’ than the ‘maver-
icks’ cluster. Their likelihood of belonging to the ‘cohabiters’ vs. the ‘mavericks’ cluster
is also significantly higher than men’s.

Educational background does not significantly increase or lower the probability of
pursuing the ‘early marriers’ or ‘late marriers’ trajectory. This could be due to individual

% Due to missing values in the education, ethnic background, urban, and eastern vs. western variables, the
number of observations is reduced to 1,481 observations in the multinomial logistic regression.
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characteristics such as gender and ethnicity explaining part of an individual’s educational
career. However, having achieved a secondary instead of a basic educational level by the
age of 40 significantly increases the probability of belonging to the ‘cohabiters’ cluster
relative to the ‘mavericks’ cluster.

Ethnic background matters significantly for the course of longitudinal partnership
histories: The probability of pursuing a pathway similar to that of individuals in the
‘early marriers’ cluster is significantly higher for individuals with a Turkish background
or ethnic German immigrants (‘Spétaussiedler’) than for native Germans.

Living in an urban instead of a rural environment has a significant negative effect on
the likelihood of pursuing the ‘early marriers’ trajectory instead of the ‘mavericks’ trajec-
tory. Finally, residency in eastern instead of western Germany significantly increases the
probability of belonging to the ‘cohabiters’ rather than the ‘mavericks’ cluster. The latter
findings could be related to the fact that the majority of eastern Germans cohabit and do
not get married until age 40.

To illustrate the significance of the respective determinants for experiencing one or
the other pathway, I also present a regression tree (Figure 12). Regression trees start
with all individuals grouped in an initial node at the top of the graph (Studer et al. 2011).
Every node is recursively partitioned using the values of a predictor. At each node, the
predictor and the split are chosen in such a way that the resulting child nodes differ as
much as possible from one another (ibid.). The tree provides a comprehensible view of
how each newly selected covariate nuances the effect of covariates introduced at earlier
levels (Studer et al. 2011). Here, I present state distribution plots at each node.
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Figure 12: Regression tree
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From Figure 12, I deduce that the most important predictor of diversity in partner-
ship histories is ethnic background. While the partnership histories of ethnic German
immigrants and individuals with a Turkish background are quite homogeneous, their
partnership histories, differ significantly from those of individuals without a migration
background. Gender is the second most important predictor of diversity in partnership
histories between the ages of 15 and 40. Furthermore, men and women in eastern Ger-
many differ significantly from their counterparts in western Germany in their histories.
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The least important predictor is educational background. The partnership histories of in-
dividuals with a secondary educational level by the age of 40 differ significantly from
the partnership histories of individuals with a tertiary educational level. Please note that
living in an urban or rural environment is not a significant discriminator between cases.

4.2.3 Accounting for the turbulence of partnership trajectories between the ages of
15 and 40

Another feature of individual social pathways is the turbulence of partnership trajectories.
How is the diversity of states individuals experience throughout their life course related to
sex, ethnic background, educational level, living in an urban or rural context, or growing
up in eastern or western Germany? I calculate the turbulence and regress gender, ethnic
background, educational level, urban living, and living in eastern or western Germany
on turbulence. Gender is not significantly related to the turbulence in partnership statuses
between the ages of 15 and 40. Ethnicity, in contrast, matters significantly for the diversity
in partnership status (see Table 2). Ethnic German immigrants and individuals with a
Turkish background experience a lower diversity of states than native Germans in the
same period. This difference is related to the fact that both ethnic German immigrants
and individuals with a Turkish migration background marry (early), while most native
Germans experience several LAT partnerships or cohabitations during their transition to
adulthood. Education is significantly related to the diversity in partnership statuses as
well. The higher the diversity in partnership history during the transition to adulthood, the
higher the individual’s educational level.” In regard to regional characteristics, living in an
urban area is positively related to highly turbulent partnership histories. However, living
in eastern or western Germany is not significantly related to the diversity of partnership
statuses between the ages of 15 and 40.

7 In Table A1 in the appendix, I present the results of the linear regression model with entropy as the dependent
variable. I observe that secondary education has a significant effect on the sequencing of events when entropy
is the dependent variable. However, if I also take into account the duration of events, secondary education is no
longer significant for the turbulence in partnership histories.
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Table 2: Linear regression model: determinants of turbulence of partnership
trajectories between the ages of 15 and 40 (pairfam waves 1-6)

Dependent variable:

Turbulence
Female (ref. male) —0.227
(0.161)
Ethnicity (ref. native German)
Ethnic German immigrant (‘Spétaussiedler’) —1.708***
(0.448)
Turkish background —2.901***
(0.447)
Education (ISCED) (ref. basic education)
Secondary education 0.518
(0.344)
Tertiary education 0.935***
(0.346)
Urban living (ref. rural living) 0.453**
(0.179)
Eastern Germany (ref. western Germany) —0.188
(0.201)
Constant 7.390"**
(0.368)
Observations 1,481
R? 0.056
Adjusted R? 0.051

Residual std. error
F statistic

3.039 (df = 1473)
12.446%* (df = 7; 1473)

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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5. Summary and discussion

Previous research has mostly analyzed cross-sectional individual or aggregate data to
study how individual characteristics and regional living conditions relate to individual
partnership trajectories. As a result, it has remained unnoticed that whole partnership
trajectories can be quite diverse depending on individuals’ characteristics and living con-
ditions. To shed light on partnership formation in a recent cohort, I studied the individual
longitudinal partnership trajectories between the ages of 15 and 40 of the 1971-1973
cohort in the pairfam dataset through a sequence analysis. I examined how individual
partnership trajectories relate to individual characteristics and place of residence. I con-
tinued by studying turbulence in partnership histories and how it depends on sex, ethnic
background, educational level, living in an urban or rural context, or growing up in east-
ern or western Germany.

I presented results on the quantum, timing, and sequencing of events and showed
that partnership trajectories differ according to individual characteristics. Women enter
partnerships, cohabit, or get married at a younger age than do men. The mean time they
spend in partnerships until the age of 40 is thus higher. Individual partnership trajectories
also differ by educational level. The higher the educational level, the later individuals
marry or move in together with their partners. Ethnicity matters as well for individual
decision-making: While more native Germans cohabit or are in a LAT-partnership, a
comparatively higher number of ethnic German immigrants or individuals with a Turkish
background marry at a younger age. There is also a partnership status that is unique to
individuals with a Turkish background: Some members marry before moving in together.
I call this status a LAT marriage. Cultural norms of family and personal life thus differ
tremendously between ethnic groups and still affect individual decision-making.

I continued by studying the differences in partnership trajectories between individ-
uals living in western or eastern Germany and in urban or rural surroundings. While a
higher number of individuals in western Germany are married at the age of 40, a higher
number of eastern Germans are cohabiting or in a LAT partnership at this age. This find-
ing might be related to differences in the perception of cohabitation in eastern and western
Germany. In western Germany, cohabitation is regarded as a form of self-fulfillment in
early life, while marriage serves as security and is socially expected when having children
(Perelli-Harris et al. 2014). In eastern Germany, however, marriage and cohabitation are
seen as equivalent (ibid.). Urban and rural residents in Germany do not differ tremen-
dously with regard to the kinds of partnership statuses they happen to occupy between
the ages of 15 and 40. They do differ, however, in the mean time spent in the respec-
tive partnership statuses: Urban residents spend more time as singles and rural residents
spend more time in a marriage before the age of 40.

In a sequence analysis, I showed that longitudinal partnership histories in the 1971—
1973 birth cohorts are diverse: I observed four types of partnership trajectories. All
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individuals in the four groups experience a LAT relationship or cohabited before they
married. Many European societies are hypothesized to be going through a transition in
the way in which men and women become couples or partners (Kiernan 2001). The tran-
sition consists of four different stages, with cohabitation becoming socially acceptable
as an alternative to marriage in the third stage and cohabitation and marriage becoming
indistinguishable in the fourth stage. In the light of this theory and my findings, Ger-
many can be classified as being in the third stage. Cohabitation seems to have become so
socially acceptable that members of all four groups engage in cohabitation during their
lives. Schneider’s (2008) study of the 1995-2005 marriage cohorts is consistent with this
finding: It shows that the majority of couples in this cohort move in together before they
marry.

My analysis does not provide evidence that more men than women cohabit, but most
women enter a LAT relationship or cohabit at an earlier age than men. Men do therefore
not have a higher likelihood of cohabiting or entering a LAT partnership than women.
My first hypotheses (Hypotheses 1 a and 1b) therefore remain unconfirmed. The mean
time women spend in a marriage is higher as they marry earlier. This finding highlights
the advantages of applying holistic approaches such as sequence analysis, which makes
it possible to differentiate between the quantum and timing of events.

Furthermore, individuals in the group of more highly educated individuals have a
higher likelihood of experiencing a LAT partnership or cohabitation than individuals with
a lower education (Hypothesis 2). My second hypothesis is thus confirmed. With increas-
ing age, the likelihood of marrying increases as well, as I expected (Hypothesis 3). The
timing and quantum of marriage are significantly influenced by individual characteristics
and the institutional settings they grew up in, however. I find significant differences in the
propensity to marry at an early age between the different ethnic groups: A higher number
of individuals with Turkish background than native Germans in my sample marry at an
early age (at around age 21) and they have a significantly higher probability of marrying
early. Hypothesis 4 is thus confirmed. I also show that socialization in specific insti-
tutional settings matters: Relative to being married, more individuals in eastern than in
western Germany are cohabiting at the age of 40 (Hypothesis 5). They are as well more
likely to cohabit instead of being married at the age of 40. Also, the likelihood that one
is single or in a LAT relationship is higher among eastern than western Germans. Urban
residents are also significantly more likely than rural residents to remain single until the
age of 40 and they are also less likely to get married until this age. Hypothesis 6 is thus
partly confirmed.

I then presented a regression tree enabling me to discern between the most and least
important predictors of diversity in partnership histories. The main predictor for diversity
in partnership histories is ethnic background. Gender, residency in eastern or western
Germany, and educational level also influence the shape of partnership histories, but to a
lesser degree.
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Apart from the influence of individual characteristics and place of residence on part-
nership history patterns, I also examined how these characteristics relate to the turbulence
in partnership histories. I showed that the diversity of longitudinal partnership histories
is significantly related to differences in individual characteristics and regional living con-
ditions. Highly educated individuals have significantly more turbulent partnership histo-
ries than individuals with a basic educational level. Ethnic background has a significant
impact on the turbulence of partnership histories as well: Ethnic minorities experience
significantly lower turbulence in partnership histories than do native Germans. Urban
residents experience a higher diversity of partnership statuses, while rural residents spend
more time in a marriage or cohabitation between the ages of 15 and 40. Summing up,
social groups follow different social pathways, and longitudinal partnership histories vary
depending on an individual’s living environment. Social pathways depend on the place-
ment of individuals within the social structure or the social setting they live in.

Contrary to statements in the literature on the deinstitutionalization of marriage
(Cherlin 2004), a quarter of my sample still chooses to marry early, at about age 21.
Cohabitation already forms part of the majority of individual life courses in my sample
proving that it has been accepted as a normal phase in individual lives. By discovering
four distinct social pathways, I show that a high level of destandardization in Western
industrialized societies can not be observed. At the same time, neither can a standard
trajectory be observed.

My findings also inform previous research and theories on the Second Demographic
Transition. My findings highlight the variety of behavioral patterns underlying the as-
sumption of a uniform development. Besides regional cultural differences in the unfold-
ing of the Second Demographic Transition, as proposed by, e.g., Sobotka (2008), there
are also differences by membership in social groups or place of residence.

My results do not provide evidence on the degree of individualization over time. A
drawback of limiting my sample to a single cohort is that my analysis does not provide
information about how life course trajectories have developed across cohorts. A natural
extension of my work would therefore be to analyze changes in trajectories over time (and
space). This will be possible when more time has elapsed and thus more information is
available on the life course histories of the 1981-1983 and 1991-1993 birth cohorts in
the pairfam dataset.

Obviously, the study of individual partnership formation histories could be comple-
mented by the study of the transition to parenthood. The next step could therefore be to
include the status of parenthood in partnership family trajectories and how it relates to in-
dividual characteristics and living conditions. Furthermore, occupational and partnership
trajectories can be expected to be mutually dependent (see Widmer and Ritschard 2009).
Future research could thus complement my findings on partnership statuses with indi-
viduals’ occupational status to provide us with a more complete picture of how different
spheres of life coincide.
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Appendix
Table Al: Linear regression model: determinants on entropy of partnership
trajectories between the ages of 15 and 40 (pairfam waves 1-6)
Dependent variable:
Entropies
Female —0.005
(ref. male) (0.009)
Ethnicity (ref. native German)
Ethnic German immigrant (‘Spétaussiedler’) —0.098"**
(0.026)
Turkish background —0.154%**
(0.026)
Education (ISCED) (ref. basic education)
Secondary education 0.043**
(0.020)
Tertiary education 0.063***
(0.020)
Urban living (ref. rural living) 0.018*
(0.010)
Eastern Germany (ref. western Germany) —0.003
(0.012)
Constant 0.545***
(0.022)
Observations 1,481
R? 0.048
Adjusted R? 0.044
Residual std. error 0.178 (df = 1473)
F statistic 10.661*** (df = 7; 1473)

Note: *p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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