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Nina Johanna Palmo, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 
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The purpose of this dissertation is to investigate why Swedes marry. Sweden 

serves as an interesting case study in marriage because of its low levels of inequality, 

strong commitment to egalitarianism, and broad social and institutional support for 

cohabitation. Understanding how socioeconomic and ideological factors are associated 

with marriage in Sweden provides insight into the meaning of marriage in a culture where 

many practical and traditional motivations for marriage have been eliminated.   

Chapter 2 describes the pattern of entry into cohabitation, exit out of cohabitation, 

and transition to marriage and parenthood in Sweden. The findings suggest that the 

Swedish patterns are outliers in the late timing of marriage relative to childbearing and 

the long duration of cohabitating unions.  

Chapter 3 investigates how socioeconomic and ideological factors shape the 

timing of marriage relative to childbearing in Sweden. The results show that high levels 

of socioeconomic status are associated with early marriage relative to childbearing and 

low levels of socioeconomic status are associated with late marriage relative to 

childbearing and childbearing without marriage. Beliefs in traditional gender roles are 

also associated with late marriage relative to childbearing, whereas egalitarian and work-

oriented beliefs are associated with the more traditional timing of marriage prior to 
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childbearing. In other words, attitudes and values associated with the Second 

Demographic Transition are not linked to the decoupling of marriage and childbearing. 

Instead, socioeconomic resources appear to be a key factor in explaining differences in 

marriage timing relative to childbearing.  

Chapter 4 investigates how kin relationships and socioeconomic resources are 

associated with the transition from cohabitation to marriage in Sweden. Results show that 

strong kin relationships are associated with an increased likelihood of marriage for 

women, but not men. Higher levels of socioeconomic resources are associated with an 

increased likelihood of the transition from cohabitation to marriage for both women and 

men.   

The results suggest that even in a culture that casts marriage as one of several 

acceptable family forms, marriage continues to maintain popularity and distinguishes 

itself by being the most prestigious institution for the unfolding of family life.  
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Chapter 1: Background and motivation 

INTRODUCTION 

The past several decades have witnessed widespread changes in the family, 

including delayed marriage, an increase in the proportion not marrying, a rise in 

cohabitation, and an increase in non-marital fertility. These changes, which have been 

especially pronounced in Western Europe, comprise what some demographers refer to as 

the Second Demographic Transition (Lesthaeghe, 1995). Sweden has emerged as a leader 

in the trends associated with the Second Demographic Transition with near-universal 

cohabitation before marriage and a majority of children born to unmarried parents 

(Sobotka and Toulemon, 2008; Bernhard, 2004). This has led to claims that marriage and 

cohabitation are indistinguishable and Sweden (Heuveline & Timberlake, 2004; Kiernan, 

2001; Kiernan, 2004). Although the differences between marriage and cohabitation have 

been studied in previous research, few studies have examined the impetus for marriage in 

a context where cohabitation enjoys broad social and institutional support, as in Sweden. 

Thus, the aims of this research are to investigate potential ways that marriage 

distinguishes itself from cohabitation and to understand why Swedes marry.  

To this end, I begin by providing historical background information about 

Swedish patterns of marriage, cohabitation, and childbearing in Chapter 1. The next three 

chapters use data from the Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult 

Panel Study (YAPS) to analyze family transitions in Sweden. Chapter 2 provides a 

descriptive analysis of family formation in Sweden to serve as a backdrop for the 

subsequent chapters. I document patterns of initiation of cohabitation, duration of 

cohabitation, transition to marriage, and transition to parenthood. Chapter 3 examines the 

timing of marriage with respect to childbearing. I investigate how socioeconomic and 

ideological factors shape whether marriage occurs prior to childbearing, in response to 

childbearing, after the completion of childbearing, without childbearing, or not at all. 
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Chapter 4 examines the transition from cohabitation to marriage. I investigate how 

cohabitors draw on kin relationships and socioeconomic resources in navigating the 

transition from cohabitation to marriage. Finally, Chapter 5 presents the conclusions of 

the dissertation.  

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Pre-industrial Sweden, like most societies, had strong norms prescribing that 

childbearing should take place within marriage. As June Sklar (1977) explains, Sweden 

has been more permissive about premarital sex than many other cultures, but for much of 

its history, sexual relationships were sanctioned only when partners already had a strong 

commitment to each other, even if they were not formally engaged. In the 1700s, the 

physical structure of Swedish villages made it possible to have surveillance and control 

over these relationships (Janson, 1931). Long distances often separated individual 

properties from each other, but farmhouses were clustered together in the village. This 

made it possibly to identify partners and, with the help of the state’s Lutheran Church, 

ensure that a marriage occurred in response to a pregnancy. The Church was highly 

involved in lives of Swedes in this era. Clergymen would visit families at home and give 

religious examinations to all adults. Dissenters from Lutheranism could be punished by 

fines, imprisonment, or banishment (Janson, 1931).  

As the effects of the first demographic transition took hold in the 1800s, the food 

supply improved, mortality declined, and the population began to grow. The number of 

farming properties remained fairly stable, which increasingly caused landless peasants to 

leave for cities or other countries in search of jobs. The traditional clustering of 

farmhouses also gave way to individual farmhouses on each property, which reduced 

community influence over budding relationships. The separation of land from work 

created a mobile labor force with more gender mixing and less supervision (Sklar, 1977). 

When women became pregnant by migrant men, few social controls exerted marriage 
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pressure. Migrant men were often seen as undesirable marriage partners by landholding 

families and migrant women lacked kin support to enforce a marriage (Sklar, 1977). In 

the 1700s, the rate of non-marital births was approximately 7-9 per 1,000 unmarried 

women. By the late 1800s, the number had risen to 42 births per 1,000 unmarried woman 

in urban areas and 36 in rural areas (Thomas, 1949). At the same time, the influence of 

the Lutheran Church was declining. In contrast to what was taking place in countries with 

a Catholic tradition, which emphasized the importance of the clergy, the Protestant belief 

that individuals could maintain a personal relationship with God began to dilute the 

influence clergymen had once held. These changes contributed to later marriage and a 

marked increase in non-marital births during the 1800s and early 1900s.  

Swedish marriage rates were relatively constant from the late 1800s to the early 

1900s, but began to increase in the late 1930s. The trend reached its peak during the mid 

1960s “golden years” of marriage, which boasted record high marriage rates and record 

low ages at marriage (Statistics Sweden, 1999).  In 1966 Sweden witnessed the lowest 

recorded average age at marriage: 23.3 for women and 25.9 for men (Tomasson, 1998). 

The golden years were short lived, however. The same year also witnessed the onset of 

rapidly falling total first marriage rates, and within a decade marriage rates were back at 

the level observed in the 1930s prior to the increase. This was followed by further 

declines into the 1990s and accompanied by a steadily rising age at marriage (Statistics 

Sweden, 1999).  

In 2012, the mean age at first marriage in Sweden was 33.4 for women and 35.9 

for men—the highest reported by any European country (United Nations Economic 

Commission for Europe, 2013). The trend of marriage postponement in Sweden has been 

consistent since the 1960s and is part of a steady climb in the age at first marriage that 

has been documented across Europe and the United States (Kiernan, 2000; Ohlsson-Wijk, 

2011; Raley, 2000; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). It is worth noting that in comparison to 

the United States, marriage in Sweden has long taken place at later ages. For example, in 
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1960 most women (54.2%) in the United States were married by age 20 and almost all 

(92.1%) were married by age 30. In the same year in Sweden, only 22% were married by 

age 20 and 86.5% were married by age 30 (Bernhardt & Holmbeck, 1974). Table 1.1 

shows the mean age at first marriage in Sweden from 1980 to 2012.  

 

THE RISE OF COHABITATION 

The decline in marriage rates and postponement of marriage than began in the late 

1960s appeared alongside the emergence of cohabitation (Ohlsson-Wijk, 2011). In the 

late 1960s, Sweden was on the cusp of family change but still appeared quite traditional. 

Non-marital cohabitation was generally considered a “deviant” behavior and only 6.5% 

of co-residential couples were unmarried (Tomasson, 1998; Tröst, 1975), albeit with 

some variation by region. Unmarried cohabitation had been embraced in the rural north 

for some time, while it remained less popular in the more religious areas of southern and 

western Sweden (Statistics Sweden, 1999). However, these cohabitations differed from 

the modern-day Swedish version in that they were short-lived, with most couples 

marrying after a relatively short time together (Statistics Sweden, 1999), and in that 

prevailing norms dictated marriage in response to pregnancy (Tomasson, 1998).  

Jan Tröst explains that the rise of modern cohabitation began with university 

students as part of the wave of anti-authoritarian attitudes that took hold in the 1960s 

(Tomasson, 1998). Existing institutions were questioned and there was a push for greater 

gender equality. The approval of the birth control pill in 1964 and intrauterine device 

(IUD) in 1967 helped fuel the notion that marriage and cohabitation were private matters 

and that it “should not be the concern of society” if couples live together without 

marriage (Nock, 2005; Tomasson, 1998).  

Today approximately 90% of Swedish women have entered cohabitation as a first 

union by age 28 (Sobotka & Toulemon, 1998). In a study following the roughly 34,000 

Swedish couples who had their first child together in the year 2000, the average age at 
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first cohabitation, as measured by the first year that the couple shared the same official 

address, was determined to be around 25 for women and 27 for men (Statistics Sweden, 

2012). There is reason to believe that many cohabitations actually began at younger ages, 

because it not uncommon for the registered address to take some time to “catch up” to the 

true place of residence (Statistics Sweden, 2012). In practice, many women move in with 

their partners around age 20 when they leave the parental home (Billari, Philipov, & 

Baizan, 2001; Statistics Sweden, 2009). This is less true for educated women, who enter 

into a first cohabitation at older ages. Among the 34,000 couples cited above, when both 

members of the couple had post-secondary education the average age at first cohabitation 

was 26.5 for women and 28.4 for men. By contrast, when at least one member of the 

couple lacked a high school education, the average age at first cohabitation was 23.2 for 

women and 26.4 for men. For those Swedish-born couples who eventually married, the 

modal length of cohabitation was 2 years (Statistics Sweden, 2012). It should be 

emphasized that these statistics pertain to couples with joint children only. Less is known 

about the behavior of cohabiting couples without children, as Swedish register data does 

not collect information about unmarried cohabitation unless shared children are present 

(Ohlsson-Wijk, 2011).  

 

MARRIAGE AND CHILDBEARING 

Social change in the link between marriage and childbearing has occurred at a 

rapid pace over the past half century. In the early 1960s, the majority of Swedish births 

(87%) took place within a marital union (Statistics Sweden, 2010). Today, most births are 

to unmarried parents, but the majority of these parents (84%) are cohabiting (Bernhardt, 

2004; Duvander, 1999). The proportion of births taking place outside of any union has 

remained stably below 10% over the past 40 years (Thomson & Eriksson, 2010). 

Childbearing continues to take place within a committed union, but the type of union has 

shifted away from the near-monopoly previously held by marriage toward the inclusion 
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of cohabitation as an accepted family-building institution (Heuveline & Timberlake, 

2004).  

Family scholars have noted that a marker of the fading distinction between 

marriage and cohabitation is the increase in childbearing within cohabiting unions (Raley, 

2001; Smock, 2000). Sweden is often thought to exemplify this fading distinction, but the 

link between marriage and childbearing appears to persist in Sweden, even as the 

temporal order of these events is changing. Almost all Swedish couples cohabit prior to 

marrying and having children (Andersson & Philipov, 2002), but the majority of 

cohabitations transition to marriage at some point during the family life course 

(Bernhardt, 2002; Heuveline & Timberlake, 2004). This is especially true once a couple 

has children together; more than 80% of children born to cohabiting parents eventually 

experience their parents’ marriage (Heuveline & Timberlake, 2004). This suggests that 

even as cohabitation gains acceptance as an arena for childbearing, marriage retains a 

symbolic meaning separate from cohabitation, and that this meaning continues to be 

linked in some way to having children.   

Holland (2013) posits that marriage may take on one of four possible meanings 

related to childbearing and family formation. Marriage as a family forming institution 

means that marriage is considered a prerequisite for childbearing and occurs prior to a 

first conception. Marriages that do not produce any children are also considered family 

forming. A legitimizing marriage is one that occurs quickly in response to a first 

conception or birth, demonstrating that marriage is normatively linked to childbearing. A 

reinforcing marriage occurs some time after the arrival of the first child but before 

subsequent children, perhaps reflecting or adding a sense of security and permanency to 

the union after the arrival of a child. Finally, a capstone marriage marks the completion 

of the family when no more children are expected.  

Holland’s analysis of nearly 3 million native Swedish residents born between 

1950 and 1977 reveals that family forming marriage is the most popular type across 
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cohorts, but there is a small but emerging trend of capstone marriages. Among 

individuals born between 1968 and 1977 and married by age 30, about 60% of marriages 

are family forming, a number that has increased from earlier cohorts. Legitimizing 

marries, on the other hand, have been on the decline but still represent approximately 16-

17% of recent marriages by age 30. Reinforcing marriages have remained a small but 

steady category, hovering near 11% across cohorts.  Capstone marriages have increased 

from about 7% in the earliest cohort to about 10% of more recent marriages. Analyzing 

older cohorts to include marriages by age 40 reveals fewer family forming marriages 

(about 45%), a greater number of legitimizing marriages (about 20%), and more capstone 

marriages (almost 20%) in this group.  

It is important to note that marriage by age 30 is far from the norm and remaining 

unmarried at age 40 is not unusual. Only 25% of women and 15.6% of men in the most 

recent cohort had married by age 30. Among members of the most recent cohort for 

which data on marriage by age 40 are available, only 51.4% of women and 43.5% of men 

had married. It may be the case that those who marry before age 30 are a select group 

who are most likely to subscribe to the concept of marriage as a family forming 

institution, while those who marry after age 30 are increasingly likely to view it as a 

capstone institution. This may point to a divergence in the meaning of marriage across 

economic or ideological subpopulations.  

 

MARRIAGE AND SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS 

Sweden is renowned for its low levels of inequality, but is not immune from some 

of the socioeconomic differentials in family life that other countries have experienced. In 

the United States, a growing disparity in parental resources that is linked to marriage is 

creating “diverging destinies” for rich and poor children (McLanahan, 2004); in Sweden, 

the generous welfare state mitigates much of this disadvantage. Nevertheless, children in 



 8 

more advantaged Swedish families are also more likely to have married parents and less 

likely to experience changes in family structure (Kennedy & Thomson, 2010).  

Highly educated Swedes are more likely to marry than their counterparts with 

lower levels of education. A majority (56-60%) of Swedes born between 1963-67 with 

tertiary education were married by age 40, compared to just 34-38% of Swedes with only 

compulsory education (Holland, 2010). These educational differences also carry over to 

childbearing. Children with better-educated parents are more likely to be born to married 

parents. The majority (59%) of children whose parents have completed post-secondary 

education are born into marriage; for children of parents with lower levels of education, 

this figure is well below 50% (Kennedy & Thomson, 2010).  There is also evidence that 

these differences are growing. Although the percentage of marital births is shrinking and 

giving way to births within cohabitation across educational groups, the gap between 

parents with and without tertiary education has become more pronounced since the 1970s 

(Kennedy & Thomson, 2010).  

A number of family scholars have identified an emerging view of marriage as a 

capstone event that ideally occurs only after achieving markers of middle-class success 

such as financial independence and home ownership (Cherlin, 2004; Edin & Kefalas, 

2005, Duvander, 1999; Holland, 2010). In Sweden, a strong positive increase in the risk 

of a joint home purchase in the first year of marriage indicates that some couples may 

view marriage as a prerequisite for owning a home together (Holland, 2010). 

Approximately 60% of Swedes today own their own homes, either individually or as part 

of a cooperative (Mulder, 2006), but renting through a public or private rental company is 

also a stable housing option in Sweden (Mulder & Billari, 2010). Although home 

ownership has some financial benefits in the accumulation of assets and wealth, tax 

breaks for the deduction of mortgage interest that exist in the United States do not have a 

Swedish equivalent (Holland, 2010). Home ownership is therefore thought to be for the 

benefit of family rather than finances to a greater extent that in the United States.   
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WHY SWEDEN? 

Sweden serves as an interesting case study of marriage because of the minimal 

legal distinction between marriage and cohabitation. Cohabitation appears to be more 

widespread in Sweden than in any other country (Bernhardt, 2004), and it enjoys a highly 

institutionalized status. Both cohabitors and married couples in Sweden have the same 

rights and obligations with respect to taxation and government benefits. For many years, 

official Swedish statistics even lumped married and cohabiting couples into the same 

relationship category under the label of “living together” (Björnberg, 2001). 

Nevertheless, there are a few areas of legal distinction between the two institutions, all 

related to birth and adoption, death of a partner, or separation. When children are born to 

married couples, paternity is automatically established, but when unmarried couples, 

including cohabitors, have children the mother is granted custody and paternity must be 

established through the Tax Authority (Björnberg, 2001). Cohabitors are also unable to 

legally adopt a child together. Married couples in Sweden, as in most countries, 

automatically inherit from one another in the event of the death of one partner. 

Cohabitors in Swedens have no automatic rights to inherit from one another, but they can 

choose to make a will to accomplish this (Björnberg, 2001). Cohabitation in Sweden is 

subject to the Cohabitees Act, enacted on July 1, 2003. The purpose of the law is to 

provide economic protection to the more vulnerable partner in the event of the 

relationship ending through separation or death. The act dictates that the joint home and 

other joint property, such as furniture and household goods, must be divided equitably if 

the relationship ends. Other assets, however, such as bank accounts, stocks, cars, boats, 

and investment or recreational properties that are not jointly owned, are not subject to 

splitting in the event of cohabitation dissolution, as they would be in a divorce (Couples 

in Europe, 2012). In summary, legal distinctions between cohabitation and marriage 

exist, but are quite minimal for the purposes of daily life.  
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Perhaps not coincidentally, Sweden has among the lowest marriage rates in the 

world (Tomasson, 1998). Sweden is often cited as the singular example of a society in 

which cohabitation is a fully accepted family-building institution akin to marriage 

(Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; Kiernan, 2001). An overwhelming majority of young 

adults in Sweden support childbearing within cohabitation. Almost 90% of young adults 

agree that, “it is ok to live together even when there are children,” and most (63%) do not 

believe that a person should marry for the sake of children (Berhnardt, 2002). Similarly, 

most young adults (68%) do not believe that economic reasons should be the impetus for 

marriage. Of course, the tax benefits and other economic incentives to marry in Sweden 

are quite meager in most cases (Gustafsson 1992; Rydström 2008).  

Some argue that this support and recognition of unmarried couples casts marriage 

as merely one of several lifestyle options and question why anyone would bother to 

marry if society expresses no strong preference about the type of institution in which 

living together occurs (Popenoe & Whitehead, 2002). This is an important question. Why 

do Swedes marry and what shapes their decisions? Despite widespread support for 

cohabitation and lack of economic incentives to marry, the majority of Swedes do 

eventually marry. In 2001, 83% of women and 75% of men had married by age 50 

(Bernhardt, 2004). In a context in which traditional motivations and legal incentives for 

marriage have been all but eliminated, understanding the continued popularity of 

marriage provides an important case study in the meaning of marriage.   
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Table 1.1 Mean age at first marriage in Sweden 

Year Women Men 
1980 26.4 29.0 
1990 27.6 30.2 
1995 29.0 31.5 
2000 30.6 33.1 
2001 30.6 33.2 
2002 30.9 33.5 
2003 31.3 34.0 
2004 31.7 34.4 
2005 32.0 34.7 
2006 31.9 34.5 
2007 32.2 34.9 
2008 32.5 35.1 
2009 32.5 35.1 
2010 32.9 35.5 
2011 33.1 35.6 
2012 33.4 35.9 
Source: United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 
Statistical Database. Available at: http://w3.unece.org. 
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Chapter 2: When do first cohabitations, marriages, and births occur in 
Sweden? 

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this chapter is to provide an overview of cohabiting unions and first 

marriages in Sweden. It is a descriptive analysis that serves as a backdrop for 

understanding the timing of marriage relative to childbearing (Chapter 3) and transition 

from cohabitation to marriage (Chapter 4).    

 

THE CURRENT STUDY 

The transformation in family patterns associated with the second demographic 

transition (Lesthaeghe, 1995) has been more pronounced in Sweden than in any other 

country. Sweden has the highest levels of cohabitation, the oldest average at marriage, 

and the largest proportion of non-marital births of all European countries (Bernhardt, 

2004; United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, 2013; Wilcox & Cavalle, 

2011). Because Sweden is an outlier in family behavior by international comparison, it is 

important to have an understanding of when key events in the family life course occur in 

Sweden before proceeding to more detailed questions about what shapes union 

transitions. The purpose of this descriptive study is to provide this information. This 

study addresses the following empirical questions: What do patterns of cohabitation 

initiation look like and what are the outcomes of these unions? What is the timing of 

transition to first marriage and first birth? 

 

DATA  

The Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult Panel Study, or 

YAPS, (N=3,547) is based on a nationally representative sample of young adults in 

Sweden. It contains detailed information about the work and family lives, as well as the 
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beliefs and attitudes related to work and family life, of Swedish young adults at the 

beginning of the 21st century. The data provide detailed information about the timing of 

union transitions for each individual, along with information about respondents’ human 

capital characteristics, labor force participation, egalitarian attitudes, and family ties at 

several points in time. The first wave of data collection occurred in 1999 and included 

three birth cohorts: 1968, 1972, and 1976.  Members of these cohorts were ages 23, 27, 

and 31 at the first wave of data collection. The second wave in 2003 added a new cohort 

of respondents, the 1980 cohort. Only the first three cohorts are used in the analyses for 

this dissertation, however. The final wave in 2009 is comprised entirely of people who 

also participated in at least one of the first two waves. At the final wave the respondents 

from the original three cohorts were 33, 37, and 41 years old.   

 

SAMPLE 

The basis for the sample is the 2,839 individuals who are members of the 1968, 

1972, or 1976 birth cohorts. The 1980 cohort (n=708) is excluded from the descriptive 

analysis because they are not used in the analyses in the subsequent chapters. I also 

exclude 149 individuals who had missing or inconsistent relationship data, including 9 

individuals who reported entering cohabitation prior to age 15 or a birth prior to age 10. 

Individuals cohabiting with different-sex and same-sex partners are both included, but 

less than a handful of respondents reported a same-sex partner. The final sample for the 

descriptive analysis is 2,690. Approximately 82% of this sample (n=2,218) entered a first 

cohabiting union during the survey years. Only 2.8% (n=76) married directly without a 

preceding period of cohabitation. Nearly 15% (n=396) did not report any kind of union. 

Approximately 54% of the sample (n=1,195) entered a first marriage and approximately 

49% of the sample (n=1,090) had a first child during the survey period.  
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ANALYTIC STRATEGY 

 Life tables are constructed to illustrate patterns of cohabitation initiation, first 

cohabitation duration and outcomes, transition to marriage, and transition to parenthood. I 

begin by constructing four duration measures to estimate the age at first cohabitation, 

duration of first cohabitation, age at first marriage, and age at first birth.  

To estimate age at first cohabitation, I measure the duration from each 

respondent’s date of birth until entry into first cohabitation. Respondents who do not 

enter cohabitation are censored at the date of their last interview. To estimate the duration 

of first cohabitation, I measure the duration from the date of entry into first cohabitation 

until the date the union transitions to marriage or ends in separation. Cohabitations that 

remain intact are censored at the date of the most recent interview participation. To 

estimate age at first marriage, I measure the duration from each respondent’s date of birth 

until the date of first marriage. Individuals who do not marry are censored at the date of 

their last interview participation. Finally, I estimate age at the birth of the first child in a 

similar way, by measuring the duration from each respondent’s date of birth until the 

birth of a first child. Respondents who do not have children are censored at the date of 

last interview participation. All durations are measured in months.  

Next, I use life table analysis to separately estimate the proportion of the sample 

that survives each year without experiencing one of these events: entering a first 

cohabitation, ending a first cohabitation through marriage or separation, entering a first 

marriage, or becoming a parent.  

 

RESULTS 

Tables 2.1-2.6 show the results of the life table estimates of the timing of 

transitions of the key family life course events described above. All durations are 

measured in months, but results are reported in years for ease of interpretation.   
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When does cohabitation initiation occur? 

Understanding when individuals first enter into cohabiting unions is important 

because it is the first event in the family life course for the vast majority of Swedes. 

Marrying directly without a preceding period of cohabitation is rare in Sweden, as is 

childbearing outside of a co-residential union (Thomson & Eriksson, 2010).  

Table 2.1 and corresponding Figure 2.1 shows results from life table estimates of 

entering cohabitation. The first cohabitations began at age 15, but there is relatively little 

cohabitation in the sample before age 18. More than 90% of the sample (92.6% of 

women and 97.9% of men) had not entered cohabitation before their 18th birthdays. After 

age 18, entry into cohabitation begins to occur faster and during the first half of the 20s, 

cohabitation becomes a majority experience. By age 25, only 21.4% of women and 

36.5% of men are surviving without cohabitation experience. Women enter cohabiting 

unions, on average, about 2 years earlier than men do; the median age of cohabitation 

initiation in the sample is 21.5 for women and 23.5 for men. By the time the last cohort is 

censored at age 42, the vast majority of respondents had cohabited with a partner. Only 

4.4% of women and 10.4% of men remain without cohabitation experience.  

 

How long do first cohabitations last and what are their outcomes? 

Knowing how long first cohabitations last and the outcomes of these unions are 

important components of understanding the role of cohabitation in Swedish family life. In 

the United States, cohabitations are generally short-lived. Within the first five years, 

about half of first pre-marital cohabitations in the United States transition to marriage and 

another third to dissolution (Copen, Daniels, & Mosher, 2013).  

Table 2.2 and corresponding Figures 2.2, 2.3, and 2.4 show the cumulative 

proportion of first cohabitations that end in separation, marriage, and remain intact. First 

cohabitations appear to be more likely to end in separation than in marriage. By the end 

of the first year of cohabitation, 9% of cohabitations have ended in separation and only 
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2% have ended in marriage. By the fifth year of cohabitation, nearly 40% of 

cohabitations for women and more than 20% of cohabitations for men have dissolved. 

Slightly more than 20% transitioned to marriage within the same period. After a dozen 

years of cohabitation, there is very little marriage or separation. Nearly 80% of 

cohabitations have already dissolved or transitioned to marriage at that point; the 

remaining 20% mostly remain intact for another decade. After 22 years of cohabitation, 

17% of women’s cohabiting unions and 15% of men’s cohabiting unions are still intact. 

The median duration of cohabitation in the sample is between 3 and 4 years for women 

and between 6 and 7 years for men.  

 

When do first marriages occur? 

Sweden has the highest average age at marriage of all European countries at 32.9 

in 2010 (United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, 2013). Marriage information 

in the data set is imported directly from Swedish register data and is therefore highly 

accurate and complete compared to self-reported data. Nevertheless, events that happened 

after the final wave of data collection in 2009 are not included. By focusing on young 

Swedes, the YAPS survey excludes marriages that occur at ages older than 33 years (for 

the 1976 cohort), 37 years (for the 1972 cohort), and 41 years (for the 1968 cohort).  

First marriages that took place directly without a preceding period of cohabitation 

are rare in the sample (less than 3%). However, serial cohabitation before marriage is also 

not the norm in the sample. Approximately 69% of respondents entering a first marriage 

had not cohabited with another partner previously. Nearly 24% had cohabited with one 

previous partner before marrying another partner and close to 7% had cohabited with two 

previous partners. Although 82% of the sample experienced a first cohabitation between 

1999 and 2009, only 44% of the sample experienced a first marriage during this period. 

Those who go on to marry later are likely to do so after a first cohabitation.  
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Table 2.3 and corresponding Figure 2.5 show the results of the life table estimates 

of the transition to first marriage for women and men. A handful of marriages were 

reported in the teenage years, but 99.7% of women and 99.9% of men were unmarried at 

age 20. Marriage by age 25 is also unusual; 87.4% of women and 94.8% of men had 

never married at this age. By age 30, the majority of Swedes have still never experienced 

marriage. More than 66% of women and 76% of men had not entered a marriage by age 

30. Women tend to marry approximately two years earlier than men. The median age at 

marriage occurs at 33.3 for women and 35.3 for men. By age 40, nearly one third of 

women and slightly more than one third of men remained unmarried.   

 

When do first births occur? 

Despite having the highest age at marriage, Sweden ranks closer to the middle 

among European countries in the age at first birth. The median age of becoming a mother 

in Sweden was 28.9 in 2010 (Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook, 2015).  

Table 2.4 and corresponding Figure 2.6 show the results of life table estimates of 

the transition to first birth. The first births in the sample occurred at age 16 for women 

and age 17 for men. A very small number of births occurred during the teenage years. 

Before age 20, 97.6% of women and 99.8% of men were non-parents, but after this age 

the transition to parenthood begins to occur more quickly. By age 25, almost one in four 

women and one in five men had become parents. By age 30, parenthood had become 

more common. Nearly half of women and nearly one third of men had become parents. 

The median age at first birth for women in the sample is 32.5. For men, fewer than half 

the sample had a child within the survey window.  
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Summary  

Table 2.5 summarizes key results about family transitions from the life table 

estimates. Cohabitation is typically the first event to occur in the family life course. 

Women enter cohabiting unions earlier, on average, nearly two years earlier than men do; 

the median age of cohabitation initiation in the sample is 21.5 for women and 23.3 for 

men. The median union lasts slightly more than 4 years. As with cohabitation, women 

also marry approximately two years earlier than men. The median age at marriage in the 

sample is 33.3 for women and 35.3 for men. Finally, childbearing in the sample occurs at 

a median age of 32.5 for women. The median age of childbearing for men is not reached.  

 

DISCUSSION 

The life table results provide an initial portrait of the course of the family life 

course for young Swedes. As a frame of reference for understanding the timing of these 

family life course events in Sweden, I compare the median timing of family transitions in 

Sweden to that in the United States. Entry into cohabitation occurs at approximately the 

same age in both countries. It is thought that the median age at first cohabitation in the 

United States is around 22 for women and 22.5 for men (Manning, Brown, & Payne, 

2014). In this sample of Swedes, the timing occurs approximately one year earlier than 

that for women and one year later than that for men. Cohabitations in Sweden, however, 

last longer than they do in the United States. In the United States, the median length of 

women’s first premarital cohabitations between 2006 and 2010 was only 1.8 years, a 

figure that has been increasing since 1995, when the median duration was only 1.1 years 

(Copen, Daniels, & Mosher, 2013). In contrast, Swedish cohabitations in this sample 

have a median length of 3-4 years for women and 6-7 years for men. Marriage also 

occurs much later in Sweden compared to the United States. The median age at first 

marriage in the United States was 25.8 for women and 28.3 for men in between 2006 and 

2010 (Copen, Daniels, Vespa, & Mosher, 2012). At these ages, more than 80% of Swedes 
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in the YAPS sample remain unmarried. Childbearing in the United States also tends to 

occur at younger ages than in Sweden. The median age at first birth for women was 25.3 

in the United States in 2010 (U.S. Census, 2012). The median in the YAPS sample for 

women occurred more than 7 years later at age 32.5. Overall, family life course events in 

Sweden begin at approximately the same ages as they do in the United States, but 

subsequent events are less condensed in Sweden.   

Understanding the timing of these events is an important prerequisite for 

examining the timing of marriage relative to childbearing in Chapter 3. The sample for 

the analysis in Chapter 3 excludes individuals who were already married at survey 

baseline, so the amount of selectivity into non-marriage depends on when marriage 

occurs in the sample. Similarly, understanding the timing of initiation into cohabiting and 

the median duration of cohabiting unions is an important prerequisite for examining the 

transition of cohabiting unions into marriage in Chapter 4. These issues are explored 

further in Chapters 3 and 4.  
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Table 2.1. Results from life table estimates of cohabitation initiation. Proportion 
surviving each age without entering a first cohabitation 

 
Age Women Men 

15 0.992 0.998 

16 0.974 0.992 

17 0.926 0.979 

18 0.826 0.939 

19 0.707 0.883 

20 0.573 0.808 

21 0.477 0.696 

22 0.391 0.597 

23 0.314 0.513 

24 0.264 0.439 

25 0.214 0.365 

26 0.174 0.313 

27 0.145 0.282 

28 0.135 0.244 

29 0.120 0.222 

30 0.100 0.189 

31 0.086 0.166 

32 0.082 0.151 

33 0.078 0.147 

34 0.075 0.137 

35 0.073 0.134 

36 0.065 0.125 

37 0.061 0.119 

38 0.055 0.112 

39 0.050 0.104 

40 0.044 0.104 
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Table 2.2. Results from life table estimates of cohabitation duration. Cumulative 
proportion of cohabitations ending in separation, ending in marriage, and 
remaining intact after each year of duration 

 
Cumulative proportion 
ending in separation 

Cumulative proportion 
ending in marriage 

Cumulative proportion 
remaining intact 

Years Women Men Women Men Women Men 

0 0.092 0.086 0.018 0.017 0.890 0.897 

1 0.193 0.113 0.063 0.056 0.744 0.831 

2 0.278 0.132 0.098 0.091 0.624 0.777 

3 0.339 0.158 0.134 0.133 0.527 0.709 

4 0.373 0.181 0.177 0.175 0.450 0.644 

5 0.392 0.208 0.220 0.209 0.388 0.583 

6 0.412 0.239 0.244 0.256 0.344 0.505 

7 0.426 0.275 0.277 0.284 0.297 0.441 

8 0.436 0.301 0.298 0.315 0.266 0.384 

9 0.443 0.325 0.313 0.336 0.244 0.339 

10 0.448 0.353 0.328 0.355 0.224 0.292 

11 0.452 0.372 0.337 0.367 0.211 0.261 

12 0.455 0.393 0.341 0.376 0.204 0.231 

13 0.458 0.406 0.348 0.379 0.194 0.215 

14 0.459 0.419 0.354 0.382 0.187 0.199 

15 0.459 0.430 0.357 0.387 0.184 0.183 

16 0.462 0.440 0.359 0.387 0.179 0.173 

17 0.462 0.446 0.360 0.389 0.178 0.165 

18 0.462 0.451 0.362 0.392 0.176 0.157 

19 0.462 0.454 0.362 0.395 0.176 0.151 

20 0.463 0.454 0.362 0.395 0.175 0.151 

21 0.463 0.457 0.363 0.395 0.174 0.148 

22 0.463 0.457 0.363 0.395 0.174 0.148 
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Table 2.3. Results from life table estimates of age at first marriage. Proportion surviving 
each age without entering a first marriage 

 
Age Women Men 

16 0.999 1.000 

17 0.999 0.999 

18 0.997 0.999 

19 0.990 0.997 

20 0.982 0.993 

21 0.969 0.991 

22 0.952 0.983 

23 0.937 0.976 

24 0.909 0.962 

25 0.874 0.948 

26 0.837 0.929 

27 0.801 0.907 

28 0.754 0.864 

29 0.708 0.814 

30 0.661 0.761 

31 0.609 0.701 

32 0.559 0.653 

33 0.514 0.589 

34 0.473 0.542 

35 0.447 0.517 

36 0.421 0.488 

37 0.404 0.452 

38 0.360 0.420 

39 0.331 0.397 

40 0.302 0.368 

41 0.262 0.340 
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Table 2.4. Results of life table estimates of age at first birth. Proportion surviving each 
age without experiencing a first birth 

Age Women Men 

16 0.999 1.000 

17 0.995 0.999 

18 0.992 0.999 

19 0.976 0.998 

20 0.952 0.995 

21 0.930 0.988 

22 0.892 0.974 

23 0.860 0.954 

24 0.825 0.934 

25 0.774 0.898 

26 0.714 0.853 

27 0.663 0.809 

28 0.620 0.780 

29 0.586 0.733 

30 0.550 0.692 

31 0.523 0.657 

32 0.503 0.638 

33 0.477 0.609 

34 0.442 0.596 

35 0.437 0.564 

36 0.437 0.562 

37 0.437 0.562 

38 0.437 0.562 

39 0.437 0.562 

40 0.437 0.562 

41 0.437 0.562 

 

Table 2.5. Summary table of results from life table estimates 

 Women Men 

Age at first cohabitation (median) 21.5 23.3 

Cohabitation duration in years (median) 3-4 6-7 

Age at first marriage (median) 33.3 35.3 

Age at first birth (median) 32.5   - 
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Figure 2.1. Life table estimates of cohabitation initiation 
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Figure 2.2. Cumulative proportion of first cohabitations ending in separation 
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Figure 2.3. Cumulative proportion of first cohabitations ending in marriage 
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Figure 2.4. Cumulative proportion of first cohabitations remaining intact 
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Figure 2.5. Proportion surviving without entering a first marriage 

 
 

0.000

0.100

0.200

0.300

0.400

0.500

0.600

0.700

0.800

0.900

1.000

16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35 36 37 38 39 40 41

P
ro

p
o

rt
io

n
  s

u
rv

iv
in

g

Age

Figure 2.5. Proportion surviving without entering a first marriage 

Women

Men



 29 

Figure 2.6. Proportion surviving without experiencing a first birth 
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Chapter 3: Are differences in marriage timing with respect to 
childbearing in Sweden shaped primarily by socioeconomic or 

ideological factors?  

INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this study is to examine the extent to which socioeconomic versus 

ideological factors shape the timing of marriage relative to childbearing in Sweden. Prior 

research shows that there is a great deal of variation in when marriage occurs in Sweden 

relative to the arrival of children. Approximately a third of couples who have a child in 

contemporary Sweden are married at the time of the birth (Statistics Sweden, 2012). 

Many others go on to marry after the arrival of the child. Little is known about why some 

Swedes marry prior to the arrival of children, some marry in response to a child, some 

marry after the completion of childbearing, and others do not marry at all.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Most of the Western world has experienced changes in family formation behavior 

over the past several decades, including delayed marriage, the growth of cohabitation, 

and an increase in childbearing outside of marriage. Sweden has been at the forefront of 

these changes (Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). Over half of all births and two thirds of first 

births now take place outside of marriage in Sweden (Bernhardt, 2004). Nevertheless, 

marriage continues to be the preferred form of living together for many Swedes (Wiik, 

Bernhadt, & Noack, 2009). The majority of cohabitations in Sweden transition to 

marriage at some point during the family life course, especially after a couple has 

children together (Bernhardt, 2002; Heuveline & Timberlake, 2004). What explains the 

diversity in marriage timing in Sweden is currently unknown.  

Holland (2013) suggests that there is diversity in the meaning of marriage in 

Sweden. Using register data that provide comprehensive birth and marital histories for 

nearly the entire Swedish population, she analyses the marriage patterns of nearly 3 
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million native Swedish residents born between 1950 and 1977 and develops a typology of 

that includes four types of marriage based on when marriage occurs with respect to 

childbearing: family forming, legitimizing, reinforcing, or capstone marriage.   

Marriage as a family forming institution means that marriage is a considered a 

prerequisite for childbearing and occurs prior to conceiving a first child. This type of 

marriage serves as the legal and symbolic foundation for the family building process 

(Holland, 2013). Spouses commit to each other first, and if childbearing occurs, it is 

within the context of a committed, long-term, and perhaps lifelong union. This type of 

marriage long enjoyed a near monopoly on acceptable family formation behavior (Axinn 

& Thornton, 2000). Social norms in Sweden have now shifted to make room for other 

paths to parenthood (Bernhardt, 2004), but family forming marriages have not 

disappeared in Sweden. Approximately one third of couples who have a child in Sweden 

are married at the time of the birth (Statistics Sweden, 2012). To account for potential 

differences between couples who marry prior to having children and couples who marry 

without going on to having children, at least within the first few years, I split Holland’s 

family forming marriage category into two groups. I continue to use Holland’s term 

“family forming marriage” for marriages that occurred prior to the conception of a child 

who later arrived. I label the other group “married without children.”  

A legitimizing marriage is one that occurs quickly in response to pregnancy or 

birth, demonstrating that marriage is normatively linked to childbearing. Marriages are 

defined as legitimizing when they occur less than 7 months before a first birth or less than 

one year after the birth. Historically, marriage was necessary for a “legitimate” birth that 

conferred parental rights to husbands and inheritance rights to the child. Today, mothers 

who give birth while unmarried are automatically granted sole custody of the child. 

Unmarried fathers must register with the Tax Authority to acknowledge paternity, which 

must be approved by the child’s mother (Björnberg, 2001). Legitimizing marriages 



 32 

conform to the historical standard that if a pregnancy occurs, marriage should soon 

follow.  

A reinforcing marriage occurs more than a year after the arrival of the first child 

but before subsequent children. Like legitimizing marriages, they occur during the family 

building process, but the marriage is further decoupled from birth. Holland (2013) posits 

that marriage is not seen as necessary for childbearing in this type of marriage, but the 

legal contract may provide an additional sense of stability or permanency to the union. As 

Bernhardt (2004) explains, it has been argued that couples who choose to cohabit rather 

than marry do so out of a desire to enjoy greater personal autonomy, gender equity, and 

avoid a more binding commitment, but these desires are likely to change over the life 

course. Swedish cohabiting couples often marry at a life course stage that is connected to 

the desire for a more stable union, usually after becoming a parent.   

Finally, a capstone marriage marks the completion of the family when no 

additional children are expected. Capstone marriages occur after the birth of the second 

child. In the event that no second child is forthcoming, marriages that occur more than 

five years after the first child are also classified as capstone marriages. Social norms 

about child spacing show that only a small fraction of parents have additional children 

after this window (Holland, 2013). A capstone marriage may also announce that the 

couple has reached a requisite level of relationship stability and economic success 

(Cherlin, 2004).  

 

COMPETING THEORIES ABOUT MARRIAGE TIMING WITH RESPECT TO CHILDBEARING 

Two theoretical frameworks provide potential explanations for differential 

marriage timing with respect to childbearing within a population. The first potential 

explanation is based on the premise that Sweden represents the leading edge of the 

Second Demographic Transition. Secularization and individualization have been 

identified as contributing factors to diverse family forms in Western Europe that are less 
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centered on marriage (Lesthaghe, 1983; Lesthaeghe and Surkyn, 1988), and Sweden 

appears to be leading the way in family formation without marriage.  The proportion of 

births occurring outside of marriage in Sweden is among the highest in the world and 

rising (Lesthaege, 2010) and cohabitation before marriage is nearly universal (Bernhadt, 

2004). Sweden may provide particularly fertile ground for individualistic values to 

flourish because its system of welfare-state capitalism reduces an individual’s 

dependence on the family in a process that has been labeled “de-familization” (Esping-

Andersen, 1999). Removing individuals’ dependence on the family increases their 

freedom to pursue their own interests rather than meet family obligations. A generous 

social safety net by international standards may also allow for a shift from materialist 

values like economic security and growth to post-materialist values like individual 

autonomy and freedom (Inglehart, 2008). Post-materialist values are associated with a 

high tolerance for non-traditional family structures and a low tolerance for traditional 

gender roles, male dominance, or the centrality of marriage and children (Inglehart & 

Baker, 2000). If these changes are underway in Sweden, it is unlikely that they apply 

universally to all subpopulations. Instead, these values are likely to first take hold among 

the avant garde, and then spread to the rest of the population. If greater temporal 

separation between marriage and childbearing is associated with greater adherence to 

non-traditional and post-materialist beliefs, this would support the idea that these sub-

populations are introducing a new form of marriage to Sweden and therefore represent 

the leading edge of the leading edge.   

On the other hand, differentials in the timing of marriage with respect to 

childbearing in the United States have largely been attributed to socioeconomic factors 

(Cherlin, 2004; Edin & Kefalas, 2005; Edin & Reed, 2005). In the United States, the 

desire to delay marriage until the requisite levels of financial stability and relationship 

quality has been identified as a barrier to marriage for low-income individuals (Edin & 

Kefalas, 2005). This is the basis for the second potential theoretical explanation: the idea 
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that attitudes toward marriage are favorable and relatively consistent within the 

population, but social and economic barriers associated with disadvantage prevent or 

delay marriage for some groups. The level of inequality in Sweden is much more 

compressed than it is in the United States, but socioeconomic differences in family 

transition behavior do exist (Holland, 2013; Kennedy & Thomson, 2010).  It may be the 

case that marriages that are “delayed” with respect to childbearing in Sweden for the 

same reasons that have been documented in the United States. Low levels of education, 

economic resources, poor relationship quality, and aversion to divorce constitute barriers 

to marriage, but not childbearing, resulting in delayed marriage until the family is more 

stable. If greater temporal separation between marriage and childbearing is associated 

with lower levels of socioeconomic resources, this would support the idea that, even in 

Sweden, inequality is a key factor that shapes differences in family life.   

 

SOCIOECONOMIC INFLUENCES ON MARRIAGE 

Socioeconomic factors can shape the timing of marriage with respect to 

childbearing by delaying marriage for the less advantaged and delaying childbearing for 

the more advantaged. A line of research in the United States has examined the lack of 

marriage among the disadvantaged population and identified a number of economic and 

social barriers to marriage. The research shows that although there is a deep respect for 

the institution of marriage among socioeconomically disadvantaged populations, 

marriage is perceived as out of reach due in large part to financial instability (Edin & 

Reed, 2005). The result is that despite a belief in marriage as the ideal institution for 

childbearing, children are often born within cohabitation, which is perceived as an 

acceptable substitute for marriage until the social and economic barriers to marriage have 

been overcome (Edin & Reed, 2005). It should be noted that many couples who cite these 

factors as barriers to marriage are already cohabiting, so the economic barrier does not 

refer to lacking the funds to set up a household together; instead, it is about the ability to 
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afford a “white picket fence” lifestyle with a nice but modest home and enough money 

for a “decent” wedding (Edin & Reed, 2005). The level of socioeconomic inequality in 

Sweden is much smaller than in the United States, but may nevertheless play a role in 

determining the timing of marriage if Swedes, like Americans, often consider financial 

stability and the ability to afford a wedding prerequisites for marriage.  

While low socioeconomic status may delay marriage, higher socioeconomic status 

appears to delay childbearing. Individuals who pursue higher education may postpone 

family formation while they focus on meeting educational goals first. Indeed, higher 

levels of education are associated with delayed childbearing in Sweden (Dribe & 

Stanfors, 2008; Thalberg, 2009). It is not clear how this phenomenon applies to the 

timing of marriage with respect to childbearing. It may mean that once highly educated 

individuals enter the family building phase, marriage and childbearing occur quickly in 

conjunction with each other before the childbearing years end. The socioeconomically 

advantaged appear to be more decisive about their unions than the less educated. In one 

study, having a “career orientation” increased the likelihood of both marriage and 

separation among cohabitors: marriage when relationship satisfaction was high, and 

dissolution otherwise (Moors & Bernhardt, 2009).  

Economic resources may also be important. Women with low levels of education 

and earnings have little to gain from marrying partners with similar educational and 

economic characteristics (Willis, 1999). On the other hand, pooling resources with higher 

status economic partners is advantageous and increases the likelihood of marriage in 

Sweden (Duvander, 1999). Cohabitation also involves pooling of resources, but marriage 

makes the combining of resources less reversible and therefore more risky. This may 

mean that for those with promising economic futures, marriage is a good investment that 

has a neutralizing effect on the economic risks of childbearing, especially for women. 

Sweden is renowned for its commitment to egalitarianism, but the experience of 

parenthood is still highly gendered with respect to labor force participation. Women take 
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the majority of paid parental leave (Duvander & Andersson, 2006; Olah & Bernhardt, 

2008) and are more likely than men to work part time when young children are present 

(Sundström, 1991). The financial cost of childbearing in Sweden has been greatly eased 

by heavily subsidized paid parental leave and childcare, but the time cost of children is 

still high (Bernhardt & Goldscheider, 2014), particularly in a culture of intensive 

parenting practices (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2007). These costs make a 

commitment to a partner with high or stable earnings prior to childbearing much more 

desirable than a commitment to a partner with lower earnings or a less stable economic 

future.   

This means that although a higher level of education tends to delay marriage with 

respect to age, it may make marriage a more desirable union than cohabitation when 

children are expected or have newly arrived due to the advantages of committing to a 

high socioeconomic status partner through assortative mating (Gustafsson & Worku, 

2005). Conversely, lower levels of education are associated with earlier childbearing with 

respect to age, but fewer benefits of committing early to partners who may also lack 

socioeconomic resources. Specifically, this study tests the following hypotheses:   

 

Hypothesis 1a: Lower socioeconomic status is associated with a higher risk of 

capstone marriage and childbearing without marriage, relative to family forming 

marriage.  

 

Hypothesis 1b: Higher socioeconomic status is associated with a higher risk of 

family forming and legitimizing marriage, relative to childbearing without marriage.  
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IDEOLOGICAL INFLUENCES ON MARRIAGE 

The relationship between attitudes and behavior in explaining family behavior is 

often considered complementary to socioeconomic and demographic explanations (Pollak 

& Watkins, 1993; Lesthaege, 1995; Lesthaeghe & Moors, 2002). Both prevailing cultural 

values and individual beliefs and attitudes are potentially relevant in shaping family 

behavior. I hypothesize that an individual’s childhood background and upbringing shape 

the values that the attitudes and beliefs and holds, which in turn influences behavior. In 

this study, I examine how religious beliefs, egalitarian attitudes, familistic attitudes, 

career orientation, and attitudes toward marriage influence the choice of marriage timing.  

Churches have traditionally been a powerful institution in regulating family life. 

Sweden is one of the most secular countries in the world, despite the presence of the state 

church. Along with the other Scandinavian countries, it is also exceptional in that church 

belonging is high, but belief in religious teachings is low. In Sweden, only 2% of the 

population regularly attends church services and less than 20% reports beliefs in 

fundamental ideas of orthodox Christianity. For instance, only 15% of Swedes report a 

belief in a personal God, and only 19% report a belief in an afterlife (Tomasson, 1998). 

Nevertheless, religion does play a role in family formation behavior. Religiously active 

individuals in Sweden are more likely marry and have more children than the non-active 

(Frejka & Westoff 2008). In other words, religion appears to have the expected effect on 

family behavior in Sweden. If this is true for its effect on marriage timing, religiosity 

should be associated with family forming marriage, as this is the type of marriage 

promoted by most religions, or legitimizing marriage, which also highlights the marriage-

childbearing link. Conversely, if secularization is associated with a trend toward marriage 

that is decoupled from childbearing, religious beliefs should be negatively associated 

with reinforcing and capstone marriages. This leads to the third hypothesis tested in this 

study.  
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Hypothesis 2: Religious beliefs are associated with a higher risk of family 

forming marriage and legitimizing marriage relative to capstone marriage or childbearing 

without marriage.  

 

Egalitarian attitudes at both the macro and micro levels appear to be tied to family 

behavior. Along with being a forerunner of family change, Sweden has been at the 

leading edge of the gender revolution, with high levels of labor force participation for 

women (Haas, Steiber, & Wallace, 2006) and high levels of caretaking participation for 

men (Hook, 2006). Some scholars have suggested that the reason Sweden and its Nordic 

neighbors have escaped the low levels of fertility plaguing many other European 

countries is the high level of gender equality at the family level (Duvander & Andersson, 

2006; McDonald, 2006; Olah, 2003). At the individual level, the relationship between 

egalitarian attitudes and family forming behavior is ambiguous. On one hand, egalitarian 

attitudes may be associated with a less familistic orientation and therefore less marriage 

and childbearing compared to more “traditional” attitudes about gender roles. Egalitarian 

minded couples may be less likely to follow longstanding “scripts” governing marriage 

and parenthood (Nock, 1995) and in what order these events should occur. If this is the 

case, egalitarian beliefs might be associated with a greater temporal separation between 

marriage and childbearing.  

On the other hand, egalitarianism, at least when put into practice through an 

equitable division of labor at home, appears to increase relationship satisfaction (Amato, 

Johnson, Booth, & Rogers, 2003; Stevens, Kiger, & Mannon, 2005). If relationship 

satisfaction promotes marriage, then egalitarianism may be associated with earlier 

marriage. In short, the relationship between egalitarian attitudes, marriage, and 

childbearing is inconclusive, with some studies linking gender equality to higher fertility 

and more marriage-minded behavior (Kaufman, 2000; Torr & Short, 2004) and others 

finding a negative relationship between egalitarianism and fertility (Espenshade, 1972; 



 39 

Philipov, 2008; Westoff & Higgins, 2009). One study also found that for Swedish 

women, inconsistency between egalitarian attitudes and actual sharing of duties reduces 

the likelihood of continued childbearing (Goldscheider, Bernhardt, & Branden, 2013). In 

summary, egalitarianism may be associated with earlier marriage relative to childbearing 

if it is linked to higher relationship satisfaction, which in turn promotes earlier marriage, 

or egalitarianism may be linked to a greater temporal separation of marriage and 

childbearing if it is associated with other non-traditional beliefs about marriage. 

Conversely, a belief in traditional gender roles are associated with traditional ideas about 

the link between marriage and childbearing, they may be associated with earlier marriage 

relative to childbearing. On the other hand, if gendered beliefs are associated with lower 

levels of relationship satisfaction, they may increase the distance between childbearing 

and marriage. With this in mind, I test the following competing hypotheses about the 

effect of traditional gender role attitudes on marriage timing with respect to childbearing. 

 

Hypothesis 3a: Traditional beliefs about gender roles are associated with a higher 

risk of family forming marriage, relative to capstone marriage and childbearing without 

marriage.  

 

Hypothesis 3b: Traditional beliefs about gender roles are associated with a higher 

risk of capstone marriage and childbearing without marriage, relative to family forming 

marriage. 

 

Attitudes about the importance of family life in people’s lives may affect marriage 

timing with respect to childbearing. A strong belief in the importance of family life and 

having children has been found to increase the likelihood of marriage in Sweden (Moors 

& Bernhardt, 2009), but it is not known whether these attitudes also affect when marriage 

occurs with respect to the arrival of children. Although “familistic attitudes,” as these 
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beliefs are termed by Moors & Bernhardt, have traditionally focused on marriage as the 

foundation for family life, some researchers argue that a new era of families centered 

around children, instead of marriage, is being ushered in in Sweden (Sobotka & 

Toulemon, 2008). If marriage is viewed as the foundation of family life, it might be 

expected that those with more pro-child beliefs would marry early with respect to 

childbearing. On the other hand, if children form the basis for family life and marriage 

simply serves as an optional celebration, marriage might be expected to occur at a later 

stage in the course of family building.  

 

Hypothesis 4a: Pro-family attitudes are associated with a higher risk of family 

forming marriage relative to capstone marriage and marriage without childbearing.  

 

Hypothesis 4b: Pro-family attitudes are associated with a higher risk of capstone 

marriage and marriage without childbearing relative to family forming marriage.  

 

Work related attitudes have also been linked to marriage. One line of research 

suggests that women’s participation and success in the labor force are contributing to 

delayed and declining marriage (Oppenheimer, 1988; Lee & Lillard, 2000). On the other 

hand, a career orientation may be tied to earlier marriage if individuals who are driven to 

find career success are similarly driven to find relationship success, resulting in a swifter 

breakup of poor quality unions and swifter marriage in high quality unions. Indeed, 

Moors and Bernhardt (2009) find that work-related values emphasizing career success 

predict relationship transitions, with greater commitment to work success increasing both 

the likelihood of marriage and dissolution. Attitudes that emphasized the economic 

security or social meaning of working were not linked to marriage or separation, 

however. Career success is also generally tied to higher socioeconomic status and 

financial stability, which may be considered a prerequisite for marriage. I hypothesize 
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that attitudes that emphasize the importance of work are linked to decisiveness about life 

goals and will therefore be linked to a more deliberate family building process, including 

a strong commitment to a partner prior to childbearing, which may increase the risk of 

marriage prior to childbearing relative to later marriage.  

 

Hypothesis 5: Attitudes that emphasize the importance of work are associated 

with a higher risk of family forming marriage, relative to capstone marriage or 

childbearing without marriage.  

 

Attitudes toward marriage may demonstrate the extent to which individuals 

identify with or reject post-materialist values as they relate to family behavior. Post-

materialist values are associated with pursuing individual freedom rather than adhering to 

tradition. If capstone marriages are associated with these types of values, marriage for the 

sake of children or tradition should be unimportant. On the other hand, concerns about 

marriage due to gender roles might be more salient if one of the reasons why some people 

choose to marry later with respect to childbearing is a desire to avoid falling into 

traditional gender roles at the time that the patterns of family life are becoming 

established. Those who postpone marriage may seek the security and stability of 

marriage, but wait to marry until after childbearing is complete or well underway to 

ensure that household patterns have been firmly and satisfactorily established and are less 

susceptible to change in response to entering a highly gendered institution.   

Perceived barriers to marriage can also be identified through attitudes toward 

marriage. Among low-income American couples, aversion to divorce has been cited as a 

reason for reluctance to get married (Edin & Reed, 2005).  In Sweden, the law requires a 

waiting period of 6 to 12 months before a divorce is granted to a Swedish couple with 

children younger than 16 living at home. The waiting period is not required for couples 

without children wishing to divorce, but if the divorce was not jointly initiated either 
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party can request and be granted the period of contemplation (Swedish National Courts 

Administration, 2009). Because of this barrier to ending marital relationships, couples 

with lower levels of relationship quality may be concerned about marriage making a 

potential future separation more difficult, and may therefore wish to postpone marriage 

until they have ensured that their relationship survives childbearing.  

 

Hypothesis 6: Concerns about the difficult of breaking up after marriage are 

associated with reinforcing and capstone marriage, relative to family forming marriage.  

 

THE CURRENT STUDY 

The current study addresses the following research question: are differences in 

marriage timing with respect to childbearing in Sweden explained primarily by 

socioeconomic or ideological factors?   

Socioeconomic differences are much smaller in Sweden than in most countries, 

but educational and income differences do exist and have implications for the way 

individuals and families organize their lives. If marriage prior to childbearing, rather than 

in response to or detached from childbearing, is associated with socioeconomic 

advantage, it would support that idea that although marriage is not the only acceptable 

family form in Sweden, it is the most prestigious institution for the unfolding of family 

life. Cohabitation, under this scenario, is the default option, especially for those without 

the resources to enter into marriage early in the family life course.   

Beliefs about the primacy of family life and importance of gender roles may also 

influence whether and when marriage and childbearing occur. Individuals who reject the 

gendered scripts that have traditionally been associated with marriage may also reject the 

script of marriage preceding childbearing. This would mean that more egalitarian and less 

familistic attitudes would be associated with a greater temporal separation between 

marriage and childbearing. If this is the case, it would support the idea that the remaining 
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link between marriage and childbearing in Sweden is being tenuously held together by 

those who continue to espouse traditional gender roles and those who place the highest 

priority and value on family life.  

Alternatively, if egalitarianism and placing a high priority on individual goals 

such as work life are associated with earlier marriage, it may indicate that these beliefs 

create a more satisfying relationship, which in turn promotes an earlier marriage. On the 

other hand, those who support a more gendered division of labor and emphasize the 

importance of family life over work may postpone marriage until they have achieved the 

level of relationship satisfaction and pattern of family life they desire. This would be 

consistent with the idea that marriage serves as a capstone to symbolize the achievement 

of a stable and happy family life.  

 

DATA  

The Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult Panel Study, or 

YAPS, (N=3,547) is based on a nationally representative sample of young adults in 

Sweden. It contains detailed information about the work and family lives, as well as the 

beliefs and attitudes related to work and family life, of Swedish young adults at the 

beginning of the 21st century. The data provide detailed information about the timing of 

union transitions for each individual, along with information about respondents’ human 

capital characteristics, labor force participation, egalitarian attitudes, and family ties at 

several points in time. The first wave of data collection occurred in 1999 and included 

three birth cohorts: 1968, 1972, and 1976. The second wave in 2003 added a 1980 cohort 

and continued to follow the previous cohorts as well. The 2009 wave is comprised 

entirely of people who also participated in at least one of the first two waves.   

 



 44 

SAMPLE 

For this analysis, I restrict the sample to never-married respondents who 

participated in the first wave of data collection in 1999 when they were 23, 27, and 31 

years old. A total of 2,820 individuals participated in this wave. I exclude 437 individuals 

who had already married at the time of survey and 404 individuals who were lost to 

follow-up after the first wave. This brings the final analytic sample to 1,979 respondents 

who had never been married at survey baseline in 1999. Table 3.1 describes the marriage 

outcomes of this group. Marriage partners may be of the same or opposite sex, but only 

two same sex marriages were documented. A third of the sample (32.8%) did not marry 

and did not have children during the survey period. A quarter of the sample (25.1%) had 

children but did not marry. Capstone marriage and marrying without children were 

equally popular, with 11.2% of the sample in each category. Approximately one tenth 

(9.7%) of the sample entered a family forming marriage. Reinforcing (5.2%) and 

legitimizing marriages (4.7%) were least common in the sample.  

To understand the extent to which selection into marriage is a factor in potentially 

biasing the results, it is useful to compare the ages of each cohort during the window of 

observation to the median age at first marriage, along with the median ages at first birth 

and cohabitation. Figure 3.1 shows where each cohort fits into the family life course. 

Because the sample for the present study excludes those who were already married at the 

first wave of data collection, those who married prior to the window of observation are 

excluded. If the beginning of the window is close to the median age at marriage, then 

individuals who marry at an earlier than average age are not represented in the study. 

This will bias the results if those who marry young are a select group. Similarly, if the 

window of observation ends close to the median age at marriage, then individuals who 

marry later than average are not represented in the study. Again, this will bias the results 

if the late-to-marry are a select group.  
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The youngest cohort, born in 1976, is observed from age 23 to 33 in the survey. 

Life table estimates from Chapter 2 show that by age 23, only 6.3% of women and 2.4% 

of men had married. By age 33, 48.6% of women and 41.1% of men have married. 

Because the current study excludes individuals who were already married at the time of 

the first wave, a small group of individuals who married very early is excluded. More 

problematically, the window of observation ends just before the median age at marriage 

is reached, so the results for this cohort are only representative of individuals who marry 

at an early to average age. The experiences of members of this cohort who marry at an 

average to late age are not represented.  

The middle cohort, born in 1972, is observed from age 27 to 37. Life table 

estimates from Chapter 2 show that by age 27, 19.9% of women and 9.3% of men have 

married. By age 37, 59.6% of women and 54.8% of men have married. Although a non-

trivial proportion of individuals from this cohort who marry early are excluded from the 

sample, this cohort overall is fairly representative of individuals who marry close at close 

to median ages.  

Finally, the oldest cohort, born in 1968, is observed from ages 31 to 41. At age 

31, 39.1% of women and 29.9% of men were already married. This cohort suffers from 

the greatest amount of selection into non-marriage from the exclusion of respondents who 

were already married at survey baseline, potentially leading to biased estimates.  

Next, I turn to the timing of transition to parenthood. This is relevant because all 

independent variables were measured at survey baseline when respondents were 23, 27, 

and 31 years old. Individuals who already had children may have answered questions 

about ideal childcare arrangements and family life differently than those who did not 

have children. At age 23, when the youngest cohort members first enter the observation 

window, 14.0% of women and 6.4% of men had become parents. By age 27, when the 

middle cohort entered the observation window, 33.7% of women and 19.1% of men had 

become parents. Finally, by age 31 when the oldest cohort entered the survey, 49.7% of 
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women and 34.3% of men had experienced a first birth. The majority of respondents in 

all cohorts were without children at the time of measurement of independent variables, 

but a significant minority had become parents already in the oldest cohort. The sample 

selection design also means that no individuals who entered family forming marriages 

had children at baseline. Family forming marriage requires marriage before childbearing 

and individuals who were already married at baseline were excluded. This may result in 

biased estimates of the association between attitudes toward children and family life and 

timing of marriage with respect to childbearing.  

 

DEPENDENT VARIABLE 

The dependent variable is the type of first marriage (or no marriage) that occurred 

between 1999 and 2009: family forming marriage, legitimizing marriage, reinforcing 

marriage, capstone marriage, marriage without children, no marriage with children 

present, and no marriage without children present. Information about marriage dates in 

the dataset are reported directly by respondents but also referenced against official 

register data about the Swedish population. When self-reported dates of marriage are 

missing or do not match the dates in the register data, the information from the register 

data is used. As a result, there are no missing data on dates of marriage for respondents 

who participated in at least one of the subsequent waves of data collection. Marriage 

dates are only unavailable for participants who were lost to follow-up.    

 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 

I include two sets of primary independent variables. The first set describes 

socioeconomic status in terms of education and income. I include whether the respondent 

has less than a high school education, a high school education only, or a post high school 

education. As a proxy for income, I use a self-reported measure of “good pay” and “good 
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career prospects” in the current position. The YAPS survey does include an income 

measure in Swedish crowns, but it is reported as the income earned two years prior to the 

survey (1997 rather than 1999 in this case). Income figures also appear to be more 

representative of age and career stage than socioeconomic status.  

The second set of independent variables describes beliefs and attitudes. First, I 

include religiosity, which measures whether the respondent reports that religion is “very 

important” in his or her life. Next, I include several measures related to work and family 

life. These include agreement or disagreement with the ideas that, “It is best for families 

with young children if the woman works part time or stays at home,” “Family life is more 

rewarding than work,” “Life becomes more meaningful if you have children,” “Work is 

one of the most important things in my life,” and “The flexibility to work part time and 

take parental leave is the most important part of a job.” I also include attitudes toward 

marriage. The survey offers several reasons that speak for or against marriage, and asks 

respondents how much they agree or disagree with the statements on a scale of 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The statements are, “One should marry for the 

sake of children,” “A marriage/wedding shows that you are serious,” “It is tradition to 

marry,” “Marriage makes it harder to break up,” “Marriage promotes gender roles,” and 

“Marriage is romantic.” These measures were dichotomized based on whether 

respondents agreed or strongly agreed (1) or were neutral, disagreed, or strongly 

disagreed (0).  

 

OTHER EXPLANATORY VARIABLES 

Age is an important control variable. Few Swedes marry young (Ohlson-Wijk, 

2011), and the likelihood of marriage potentially increases with age (Duvander, 1999). 

The average age of marriage in Sweden is 32.9 for women and 35.5 for men (United 

Nations Economic Commission for Europe, 2013), which is about three years higher than 

the average age at first birth (Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008).  
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Parents who are immigrants to Sweden may be particularly likely to support 

family forming marriages, rather a marriage following one or more births. According to 

the European Social Survey, immigrants in Europe who come from countries with more 

traditional gender relations are less likely to be egalitarian than others in the new country 

(Roder & Muhlau, 2012). This is the case in Sweden, where many immigrants come from 

cultures that promote traditional gender roles and are more familistic and less 

individualistic than Swedish culture. These values affect the behavior of the second 

generation, even for those who grew up entirely or almost entirely in Sweden 

(Goldscheider, Goldscheider, & Bernhardt, 2011). To the extent that these attitudes are 

correlated with a lesser acceptance of non-marital births, having an immigrant parent may 

make Swedes more likely to marry prior to conception. Parental religiosity may also 

affect children’s family forming behavior. Parental attitudes and beliefs have been shown 

to influence the timing of their children’s family formation beyond simply the direct 

influence of early socialization shaping children’s own preferences (Axinn & Thornton, 

1992; Barber, Axinn, & Thornton, 2002). 

Childhood urbanicity is also included as a control variable. The emergence of 

cohabitation as a new family form has been described as a progressive development that 

began among urban elites who were geographically and socially removed from older 

norms and traditions (Kiernan, 2002). If marriage is now taking on a new meaning among 

some subpopulations in Sweden, it may take hold among the urban population first. An 

urban area is defined as within the city limits or a close suburb of one of the three largest 

Swedish cities: Stockholm, Gothenburg, or Malmö. A small or medium sized city is 

defined as a city with more than 27,000 residents but not one of the three largest cities. A 

rural area is defined as a municipality with fewer than 27,000 residents.  

Finally, the economic situation of the family of origin is included as a control 

variable. Although marriage does not confer many legal rights or responsibilities to 

couples in Sweden, inheritance is an exception. Spouses automatically inherit from one 
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another, whereas couples in other types of relationships do not. Families with more 

resources at stake may be more interested in directing the flow of these resources through 

marriage. 

 

DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS 

The results in Table 3.2 show how differences in marriage timing are associated 

with other individual differences. As might be expected, the youngest cohort was most 

likely to never have married or had children in the 10-year survey period. More than 40% 

of 23 year olds did not marry or have children by age 33.  Nearly 20% had children but 

did not marry. Among those who did marry, marrying but not having children was the 

most popular, with nearly 15% of the cohort experiencing marriage but not a birth. 

Family forming marriage was the second most common type of marriage in this cohort, 

with nearly 9% marrying before a first pregnancy. The other marriages were fairly evenly 

divided between legitimizing, reinforcing, and capstone marriages at approximately 5% 

each. 

Turning to the middle cohort, nearly 29% of 27 year olds in the sample did not 

marry or have children within the next decade. Again, the second most common outcome 

for this cohort was childbearing without marriage, with nearly a quarter falling into this 

category. Among those who did marry, family forming marriage and capstone marriage 

were the most popular, each capturing 12.5% of the cohort. Approximately one in ten 

members of this cohort married but did not have children. Reinforcing marriage (6.6%) 

and legitimizing marriage (4.7%) were the least popular outcomes in this cohort.  

Among the oldest cohort, whose members were 31 years old at baseline, not 

marrying within the next 10 years was the most common outcome. The greater proportion 

not marrying in this cohort relative to the younger cohorts is likely to be due to the 

problem of selection into non-marriage in the sample. Individuals who were already 

married at baseline were excluded, which affects the oldest cohort most. Nearly 60% of 
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this cohort remained unmarried for the next decade. Many did have children, however. 

Overall, 37% of the cohort experienced childbearing without marriage and 22.6% did not 

experience marriage or childbearing. Among those who did marry, capstone marriage 

was most common, with more than one in five members of this cohort experiencing this 

type of marriage. Family forming marriage and marriage without children claim 

approximately 6% each of this cohort; legitimizing and reinforcing marriage were least 

popular, claiming only 3-4% of the cohort.  

There is virtually no association between having parents who stayed together 

during an individual’s growing up years and marriage timing, but some differences by 

parental immigrant status do appear. Nearly 46% of individuals with an immigrant parent 

did not marry and did not have children, compared to 33% of the total sample. Only 18% 

of adult children of immigrants experienced childbearing without marriage, compared to 

25% of the total sample. Being the child of immigrants appears to discourage capstone 

marriage. Only 4.3% of individuals with immigrant parents experienced a capstone 

marriage, compared to 11.2% of the total sample.  

Turning to parental religiosity, there is little association between having a parent 

who is a member of a religious congregation and marriage outcome. Maternal religiosity 

is associated with less childbearing without marriage. Only 20% of individuals with 

religious mothers had a child but did not marry, compared to 25% of the total sample. 

Paternal religiosity has the strongest association with marriage timing outcomes in the 

expected direction. Relative to the full sample, individuals with religious fathers are more 

likely to enter a family forming marriage or marry without having children and less likely 

to enter capstone marriage.  

Childhood urbanicity is not strongly linked to marriage timing outcomes. 

Individuals who grew up in the countryside were slightly more likely than those who 

grew up elsewhere to enter a capstone marriage (15% of the country-raised compared to 

11% of the full sample) or have children without marriage (28% of the country-raised 
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compared to 25% of the full sample). Those who grew up in an urban area were slightly 

more likely to experience a family forming marriage or marriage without children, but 

these differences are small. The family’s economic status during childhood is not 

associated with marriage timing.  

Greater differences emerge with respect to the link between socioeconomic status 

in adulthood and marriage outcomes. Lower levels of education appear to be linked to 

later marriage timing with respect to childbearing, whereas the opposite is true for higher 

levels of education. Only 1.5% of individuals who lacked a high school education entered 

a family forming marriage, compared to nearly 10% of the full sample. More than 21% of 

individuals without a high school education entered a capstone marriage, compared to 

11% of the full sample. The reverse is true for those with a post high school education. 

They are more likely to enter family forming marriages and less likely to enter capstone 

marriages than those with less education. Reporting good pay and good career prospects 

had little association with marriage outcomes.  

Examining attitudes, values, and beliefs, we see that religiosity is strongly 

associated with marriage before children or without children. Nearly 20% respondents 

who were religious experienced a family forming marriage, compared to 10% of the full 

sample. Marriage without children was also popular among the religious compared to the 

full sample. Relatively few religious respondents entered capstone marriage or had 

children without marriage compared to the full sample. Agreement with traditional 

gender roles dictating that it is best for women with young children to stay at home or 

work part time is linked to choosing capstone marriage and childbearing without 

marriage. A belief that family life is more important than work life is similarly linked to 

capstone marriage and childbearing without marriage. Believing that children give life 

more meaning was linked to capstone marriage but not childbearing without marriage. 

Nearly 18% of individuals with this belief experienced capstone marriage, compared to 

11% of the full sample. Relative to the full sample, individuals who ranked work as one 
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of the most important things in life were more likely to choose family forming marriage. 

Valuing work flexibility was associated with both capstone marriage and childbearing 

without marriage, perhaps because these were the primary outcomes for individuals who 

already had children at baseline.  

Finally, examining beliefs about the reasons to marry or not marry reveals that 

family forming marriage and capstone marriage are both associated with the belief that 

marriage is important for kids. More than 15% of individuals who agreed or strongly 

agreed that marriage is important for kids entered a family forming marriage, compared 

to 10% of the full sample. Similarly, 16% of individuals who agreed with the statement 

entered a capstone marriage, compared to 11% of the full sample. There was little 

variation in marriage outcomes by the belief that marriage signals seriousness, marriage 

is tradition, that marriage makes breaking up more difficult, or that marriage is romantic. 

However, individuals who agreed or strongly agreed with the statement that marriage 

promotes gender roles were more likely than others to not marry and not have children.  

 

MULTIVARIATE RESULTS 

With respect to background characteristics, results show that belonging to the 

oldest cohort, age 31 at baseline, is associated with an increased risk of late marriage 

relative to childbearing or no marriage at all. Models 1 and 2 in Table 3.3 show more 

than a threefold increase in the risk of capstone marriage and childbearing without 

marriage relative to family forming for 31 year olds at baseline compared to 27 years olds 

at baseline. Similarly, belonging to the youngest cohort, is associated with a higher risk 

of family forming and legitimizing marriage relative to capstone marriage. Models 1 and 

2 in Table 3.5 show that the risk of family forming marriage increases by 1.8 and the risk 

of legitimizing marriage increases by 2.5 relative to capstone marriage for 23 year olds at 

baseline compared to 27 year olds at baseline. In other words, for this sample, early 

marriage by age is also associated with early marriage relative to the arrival of children 
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and late marriage by age is also associated with late marriage relative to the arrival of 

children.  

Aside from religiosity of fathers, other background characteristics did not 

influence marriage outcomes. Having a religious father, however, appears to increase the 

risk of family forming marriage and decrease the risk of capstone marriage. Individuals 

with religious fathers are more than three times as likely to enter family forming marriage 

than capstone marriage, as shown in Model 1 of Table 3.5.   

The results confirm that socioeconomic status is associated with marriage timing 

relative to childbearing when the status is measured by educational attainment. 

Individuals with the highest levels of education are the most likely to marry early relative 

to childbearing and least likely to have a large gap between childbearing and marriage. 

Conversely, individuals with the lowest levels of education are the most likely to marry 

late with respect to childbearing or not at all and least likely to marry before the arrival of 

children. Having good pay or good career prospects does not appear to be associated with 

the timing of marriage relative to childbearing.  

Hypothesis 1a proposed that lower socioeconomic status is associated with a 

higher risk of capstone marriage and childbearing without marriage relative to family 

forming marriage. Model 1 and 2 in Table 3.3 show that compared to having a high 

school degree, lacking a high school education is associated with more than an eightfold 

higher risk of capstone marriage and more than a fourfold higher risk of childbearing 

without marriage relative to family forming marriage. Hypothesis 1b posited that higher 

socioeconomic status is associated with a higher risk of family forming marriage and 

legitimizing marriage, relative to childbearing without marriage. Models 1 and 2 in Table 

3.4 show that relative to having a high school education, having a post high school 

education increases the risk of family forming marriage by a factor of 3.14 and the risk of 

legitimizing marriage by 3.27 relative to childbearing without marriage. Models 1 and 2 

in Table 3.5 show that a higher level of education increases the risks of family forming 
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and legitimizing marriage compared to capstone marriage. The risk of family forming 

relative to capstone marriage is 3.17 times higher for those with a post high school 

education compared to those with only a high school education. Similarly, the risk of 

legitimizing marriage relative to capstone marriage is 3.3 times higher for those with a 

post high school education compared to those with only a high school education. Thus, 

Hypotheses 1a and 1b are confirmed.  

Religious beliefs also appear to be associated with earlier marriage relative to 

childbearing. Hypothesis 2 proposed that religious beliefs are associated with a higher 

risk of family forming marriage and legitimizing marriage relative to capstone marriage 

and childbearing without marriage. Model 1 in Table 3.4 shows that that having strong 

religious beliefs is associated with threefold higher risk of family forming marriage 

relative to childbearing without marriage and Model 1 in Table 3.5 shows that these 

beliefs are associated with nearly a fivefold higher risk of family forming relative to 

capstone marriage. Religiosity is also associated with a higher risk of legitimizing 

marriage relative to capstone marriage and childbearing without marriage, but the results 

are not statistically significant. This shows that despite the Swedish population being 

largely secular, religion has a strong influence on the minority of the population that is 

religious. Religiosity appears to most strongly promote marriage prior to pregnancy, 

given that the risk of marriage in response to a pregnancy or birth, i.e., legitimizing 

marriage, is not statistically significantly higher than the risk of later marriage for 

religious individuals. Thus, Hypothesis 2 is partially confirmed.   

Turning to attitudes, values, and beliefs, Hypothesis 3a proposed that traditional 

gender roles are associated with earlier marriage relative to childbearing because these 

beliefs may be tied to traditional ideas about marriage. Model 1 in Table 3.4 shows that 

the belief that the best arrangement for a family with your children is for the woman to 

stay home or work part time is not associated with a higher risk of family forming 

marriage relative to childbearing without marriage. Model 1 in Table 3.5 shows that this 
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belief is also not associated with a higher risk of family forming marriage relative to 

capstone marriage. This rejects Hypothesis 3a. Hypothesis 3b proposed that traditional 

beliefs about gender roles are associated with later marriage with respect to childbearing. 

Model 1 in Table 3.3 shows that believing that women with small children should ideally 

stay home or work part time is associated with a 1.78 times higher risk of capstone 

marriage relative to family forming marriage. Model 2 in Table 3.3 shows that it is also 

associated with a higher risk of childbearing without marriage relative to family forming 

marriage, but the result is not statistically significant. This provides partial support for 

Hypothesis 3b. Together, these results show that traditional beliefs about gender roles are 

associated with greater temporal separation between childbearing and marriage.  

Pro-family attitudes are similarly associated with a greater temporal separation 

between childbearing and marriage. Model 1 in Table 3.3 shows that the belief that kids 

are part of what gives life meaning and the belief that family life is more rewarding than 

work life are both associated with nearly a twofold higher risk of capstone marriage 

relative to family forming marriage. Model 2 in Table 3.3 shows that these beliefs are 

also associated with a smaller and not statistically significant increase in the risk of 

childbearing without marriage relative to family forming marriage. This rejects 

Hypothesis 4a, which proposed that pro-family attitudes are associated with earlier 

marriage relative to childbearing, and confirms Hypothesis 4b, which proposed that pro-

family attitudes are associated with later marriage with respect to childbearing. These 

results suggest that attitudes emphasizing the importance of family life are not associated 

with the view of marriage as the foundation of family life. However, pro-family attitudes 

are not associated with forgoing marriage entirely.  As Model 3 in Table 3.4 shows, pro-

family attitudes are associated with an increased risk of capstone marriage relative to 

childbearing without marriage. In other words, individuals with attitudes emphasizing the 

importance of family life appear to be more likely to marry late than not at all.  
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Attitudes that emphasize the importance of work as a top priority in life are linked 

to early marriage relative to childbearing, as predicted by Hypothesis 5. Pro-work 

attitudes are associated with a 1.5 times higher risk of family forming marriage relative to 

childbearing without marriage, as shown in Model 1 in Table 3.4 and a 1.9 times higher 

risk of family forming marriage relative to childbearing without marriage, as shown in 

Model 1 in Table 3.5. This is consistent with the idea that a commitment to work is 

associated with decisiveness about life goals, including a strong commitment to a partner 

prior to childbearing. Valuing work flexibility above other aspects of work operated in 

the other direction, increasing the risk of capstone marriage relative to family forming 

marriage, as shown in Model 1 in Table 3.3. This is likely to be the result of individuals 

who chose family forming marriage not having children at baseline and therefore not 

requiring as much flexibility as those who already had children. 

Beliefs about reasons to marry or not marry do not appear to play a significant 

role in the choice of marriage timing with respect to childbearing. Hypothesis 6 proposed 

that individuals who cite the greater difficulty of dissolving a union when married as a 

factor in the marriage decision would be more likely to marry later with respect to 

childbearing, to ensure that the relationship survived the potentially turbulent early years 

with children. However, Model 1 in Table 3.3 shows that this belief is not associated with 

a statistically significant difference in the risk of capstone marriage relative to family 

forming marriage. Model 3 in Table 3.3 shows that the risk of reinforcing marriage is 

actually reduced relative to family forming marriage for those who cite the difficulty of 

breaking up as a reason to marry or not marry. Perhaps individuals who entered 

reinforcing and capstone marriages were surveyed at a point in their relationship when 

their lives were entangled in their partners’ lives to an extent that would already make 

breaking up very difficult regardless of marriage. In summary, aversion to divorce does 

not appear to delay marriage in Sweden, and Hypothesis 6 is rejected.  
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DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to determine whether differences in marriage 

timing with respect to childbearing in Sweden are explained primarily by socioeconomic 

or ideological factors.  

The results show that socioeconomic status plays an important role in shaping 

whether marriage occurs before or after childbearing or even whether it occurs at all. The 

most highly educated individuals are the most likely to marry prior to childbearing or 

immediately in response to it. The least educated individuals are least likely to marry 

prior to childbearing and are most likely to marry well after the arrival of children or not 

marry at all. This suggests that even in Sweden, socioeconomic status shapes family 

formation patterns. The most advantaged individuals choose to marry earliest in the 

family life course, and the less advantaged are more likely to remain unmarried until they 

have completed childbearing or beyond. In an analysis of Scandinavian co-residential 

unions, Wiik, Bernhardt, and Noack (2009) note that, “for some reason, marriage is still 

the preferred form of living together, even in societies where cohabitation is a completely 

accepted social and civil status even for having and rearing children.” The fact that the 

most advantaged individuals are able to achieve the preferred form sooner in the family 

life course or in some cases achieve it at all, suggests that perceived socioeconomic 

barriers may prevent marriage among less advantaged Swedes, as has been documented 

among less advantaged Americans.  

The results reject the hypothesis that more egalitarian and less pro-family beliefs 

are associated with a greater temporal separation between marriage and childbearing. In 

fact, gendered and pro-family attitudes increase the risk of capstone marriage relative to 

family forming marriage and relative to not marrying and not having children. More 

traditional beliefs about gender and the importance of family are not associated with 

more traditional patterns of marriage, that is, marriage preceding or closely linked to 

childbearing. Instead, ranking work as one of the top priorities in life is associated with 
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earlier marriage with respect to childbearing or marriage without children. This suggests 

that perhaps some individuals are more intentional about their life plans, both in work 

and family life, and it is these individuals who are upholding the marriage-childbearing 

connection in contemporary Sweden. This would mean that the detachment of marriage 

from childbearing in Sweden does not represent a new vanguard family form, but is 

instead associated with disadvantage and perhaps even a more fatalistic approach to life 

events.  

 

LIMITATIONS 

A primary limitation of this study is that the sample may not be nationally 

representative of all Swedes due to selection into non-marriage. The selection bias is 

largest for the oldest cohort, whose members exceeded the median age at marriage at the 

first wave of data collection. This means that only individuals who married at an older 

than average age in this cohort are included in the study. Not surprisingly, both 

descriptive and multivariate results show that membership in the oldest cohort is linked to 

capstone marriage, the latest marriage with respect to childbearing. To test how much the 

over-representation of older marriages biases the results, I re-ran the analyses with only 

the two younger cohorts (not shown). The result still held that having a post high school 

education and naming work a high priority in life reduces the likelihood of capstone 

marriage and no marriage relative to family forming marriage, and conversely, that 

lacking a high school education increased the risk of capstone marriage and non-marriage 

relative to family forming marriage. However, it reduced the effect of attitudes related to 

the importance of family life and gender roles to non-significance. This suggests that the 

socioeconomic findings are quite robust, but the ideological findings are due in part to the 

individuals with a more established family life finding being more likely to report that it 

is rewarding.  
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Another limitation is that although independent variables were all measured prior 

to marriage, some were measured prior to childbearing while others were measured post 

childbearing. Attitudes about the importance of work versus family life may change more 

precipitously after childbearing than after marriage. I re-ran the models (not shown) 

excluding individuals who already had a child at wave one. Once again, the 

socioeconomic results distinguishing capstone marriage and non-marriage from family 

forming marriage continued to hold. The effects of ideological differences on marriage 

timing also persisted in these models when capstone marriage was compared to non-

marriage. In other words, the ideological differences between individuals who chose 

capstone marriage and no marriage in the current study cannot be fully explained by the 

fact that individuals choosing capstone marriage already had children and changed their 

beliefs about family life as a result.  
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Table 3.1. Dependent variable. Marriage outcomes by 2009 for never-married individuals in 1999 

 

 

Table 3.2. Means and distributions of independent variables 

 Family 
forming 
marriage 
(9.7%) 

Legitimizing 
marriage 
 
(4.7%) 

Reinforcing 
marriage 
 
(5.2%) 

Capstone 
marriage 
 
(11.2%) 

Married 
without 
children  
(11.2%) 

No marriage, 
with children 
 
(25.1%) 

No marriage, 
no children 
 
(32.8%) 

Background characteristics        
Age 23 at baseline 8.9 5.1 4.7 5.2 14.7 19.7 41.7 
Age 27 at baseline  12.5 5.1 6.6 12.5 10.3 24.4 28.6 
Age 31 at baseline 6.5 3.2 3.9 20.8 6.0 37.0 22.6 
Parents together  10.4 4.8 5.6 11.5 11.2 24.2 32.3 
Immigrant parent 8.3 4.3 4.0 4.3 15.6 17.9 45.5 
Parent in congregation 10.6 4.9 5.2 11.5 11.8 24.1 31.8 
Mother religious  11.3 5.5 4.7 8.2 16.5 19.8 34.1 
Father religious 14.9 5.0 4.1 5.4 19.5 18.1 33.0 
Grew up in urban area 10.6 2.8 6.1 7.9 14.7 20.0 37.8 
Grew up in small/med city 9.2 5.5 5.5 11.6 10.6 26.7 31.0 
Grew up in countryside 10.0 5.3 3.2 15.0 8.0 28.0 30.4 
Grew up in well-off family 12.8 4.7 5.2 11.2 11.2 25.1 32.9 
        
Socioeconomic status        
No high school education 1.5 3.4 3.4 21.3 11.8 27.2 30.9 
High school education 7.5 3.7 5.4 11.6 10.1 27.5 34.2 

 Female Male Total 
Family forming marriage 109 82 191 
Legitimizing marriage 44 49 93  
Reinforcing marriage 58 45 103  
Capstone marriage 127 95 222  
Married without children 117 105 222 
Did not marry, with children 294 203 497 
Did not marry, no children 294 357 651 
 n=1,043 n=936 N=1,979 
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Table 3.2. Means and distributions of independent variables (continued) 
Post high school education 16.1 7.2 5.2 8.4 13.4 19.7 30.1 
Good pay 10.5 5.6 6.3 10.8 11.3 25.8 29.7 
Good career 10.6 6.0 6.9 10.6 11.1 26.1 28.7 
        
Attitudes, values, and beliefs        
Religion very important 19.0 5.1 2.5 3.8 24.1 11.4 34.2 
Women home with kids 8.0 4.5 4.5 17.1 10.6 26.5 28.0 
Family more rewarding  9.0 4.9 6.2 18.7 10.6 29.3 21.5 
Kids give life meaning 10.2 4.8 6.0 17.5 10.5 28.7 22.3 
Work very important 12.3 5.1 4.9 9.1 12.3 24.4 31.8 
Work flexibility important 6.0 4.2 5.4 25.8 7.8 34.1 16.8 
        
Reasons to marry/not marry        
Important for kids 15.7 5.4 5.0 16.1 14.1 16.5 27.3 
Signals seriousness 11.0 5.4 5.9 11.3 11.9 23.1 31.5 
It is tradition 11.8 5.8 6.3 10.9 13.8 21.4 30.0 
It makes breakup harder 10.7 4.8 4.3 9.1 11.9 23.1 36.2 
It promotes gender roles 8.9 5.7 3.7 6.3 14.6 18.8 42.2 
It is romantic  11.3 5.2 6.0 12.3 11.7 23.1 30.4 
 
 

n=191 n=93 n=103 n=222 n=222 n=497 n=651 

Source: Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult Panel Study (YAPS).  
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Table 3.3. Multinomial logistic regression results: Relative risks of reinforcing marriage, 
capstone marriage, and marriage without childbearing compared to family 
forming marriage 

 
 

Capstone 
marriage 
 

Childbearing 
without 
marriage 

Reinforcing 
marriage 
 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Background characteristics    
Age 31 at baseline 3.34*** 3.23*** 1.22 
(Age 27 at baseline)    
Age 23 at baseline 0.56* 1.04 0.9 
Parents together 1.2 0.97 1.34 
Immigrant parent 0.8 1.25 0.97 
Parent in congregation 0.82 0.74 0.82 
Mother religious 1.13 1.01 1.33 
Father religious 0.31* 0.59 0.51 
Grew up urban area 0.69 0.7 1.0 
(Grew up in small/med town)    
Grew up in countryside 1.06 0.92 0.53 
Wealthy family 0.84 0.77 0.85 
    
Socioeconomic status    
No high school education 8.64** 4.45* 3.22 
(High school education)    
Post high school education 0.32*** 0.32*** 0.40** 
Good pay 1.18 1.64 1.05 
Good career 0.73 0.63 0.86 
    
Attitudes, values, & beliefs    
Religion important 0.21* 0.33* 0.29 
Women small kids home 1.78* 1.22 0.91 
Family more rewarding 1.90** 1.19 1.12 
Kids give meaning 1.98** 1.21 1.2 
Work very important 0.54* 0.68* 0.64 
Work flexibility important 2.38* 1.8 1.28 
    
Reasons to marry/not marry    
Important for kids 1.31 0.58* 0.72 
Signals seriousness 0.7 0.73 1.02 
It is tradition 0.86 0.8 1.4 
It makes breakup harder 0.84 0.94 0.52* 
It promotes gender roles 0.75 0.98 0.88 
It is romantic 0.74 0.49** 0.94 
Constant 1.74 11.04*** 1.16 
* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
Source: Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult Panel Study (YAPS).  
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Table 3.4. Multinomial logistic regression results: Relative risks of family forming 
marriage, legitimizing marriage, and capstone marriage compared to 
childbearing without marriage 

 

Family forming 
marriage 
 

Legitimizing 
marriage 
 

Capstone 
marriage 
 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Background characteristics    
Age 31 at baseline 0.31*** 0.37** 1.04 
(Age 27 at baseline)    
Age 23 at baseline 0.96 1.36 0.54** 
Parents together 1.03 0.88 1.24 
Immigrant parent 0.8 0.97 0.64 
Parent in congregation 1.35 1.03 1.1 
Mother religious 0.99 1.45 1.12 
Father religious 1.68 1.03 0.52 
Grew up urban area 1.43 0.58 0.99 
(Grew up in small/med town)    
Grew up in countryside 1.09 0.99 1.15 
Wealthy family 1.3 1.41 1.09 
    
Socioeconomic status    
No high school education 0.22* 1.09 1.94* 
(High school education)    
Post high school education 3.14*** 3.27*** 0.99 
Good pay 0.61 1.49 0.72 
Good career 1.59 0.74 1.16 
    
Attitudes, values, & beliefs    
Religion important 3.02* 1.63 0.64 
Women small kids home 0.82 0.93 1.47 
Family more rewarding 0.84 0.69 1.60* 
Kids give meaning 0.83 0.86 1.64** 
Work very important 1.48* 1.1 0.79 
Work flexibility important 0.56 0.78 1.33 
    
Reasons to marry/not marry    
Important for kids 1.73* 1.48 2.26** 
Signals seriousness 1.37 1.61 0.96 
It is tradition 1.25 1.47 1.07 
It makes breakup harder 1.06 0.85 0.89 
It promotes gender roles 1.02 1.52 0.77 
It is romantic 2.05** 1.39 1.51 
Constant 0.09*** 0.08*** 0.16*** 
* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
Source: Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult Panel Study (YAPS).  
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Table 3.5. Multinomial logistic regression results: Relative risks of family forming 
marriage and legitimizing marriage relative to capstone marriage 

 
Family forming 
marriage 

Legitimizing 
marriage 

 Model 1 Model 2 
Background characteristics   
Age 31 at baseline 0.30*** 0.36** 
(Age 27 at baseline)   
Age 23 at baseline 1.78* 2.52** 
Parents together 0.84 0.71 
Immigrant parent 1.25 1.51 
Parent in congregation 1.23 0.93 
Mother religious 0.88 1.3 
Father religious 3.21* 1.97 
Grew up urban area 1.44 0.59 
(Grew up in small/med town)   
Grew up in countryside 0.94 0.86 
Wealthy family 1.19 1.29 
   
Socioeconomic status   
No high school education 0.12** 0.56 
(High school education)   
Post high school education 3.17*** 3.30*** 
Good pay 0.85 2.08 
Good career 1.37 0.64 
   
Attitudes, values, & beliefs   
Religion important 4.73* 2.55 
Women small kids home 0.56* 0.63 
Family more rewarding 0.53** 0.43** 
Kids give meaning 0.50** 0.52* 
Work very important 1.86* 1.38 
Work flexibility important 0.42* 0.59 
   
Reasons to marry/not marry   
Important for kids 0.77 0.66 
Signals seriousness 1.43 1.67 
It is tradition 1.17 1.38 
It makes breakup harder 1.2 0.95 
It promotes gender roles 1.33 1.98 
It is romantic 1.36 0.93 
Constant 0.57 0.49 
* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001 
Source: Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult Panel Study 
(YAPS).  
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Figure 3.1. Ages of the 1968, 1972, and 1976 birth cohorts at the 1999, 2003, and 2009 waves of the YAPS survey compared to the 
median age at first cohabitation, birth, and marriage from Chapter 2 calculations 
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Birth of first child, 
women 
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Chapter 4: What explains the transition to marriage among Swedish 
cohabitors? Examining the effects of kin support and socioeconomic 

resources 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study is to examine how kin support and socioeconomic 

resources are associated with the transition from cohabitation to marriage in Sweden. 

Almost all Swedish unions begin as cohabitations (Bernhardt, 2004), but not all 

cohabitations transition to marriage. Although the transition from cohabitation to 

marriage has been analyzed in detail in prior research, few studies have examined the 

transition in a context where cohabitation enjoys broad social and institutional support, as 

in Sweden. This study seeks to gain a better understanding of the circumstances that lead 

some cohabitors to formalize their unions through marriage.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Prior research has demonstrated that two areas in which cohabitors distinguish 

themselves from married couples are kin relationships and socioeconomic resources. 

There are two competing views on the relationship between marriage and kin ties, with 

one line of research arguing that married couples enjoy better relationships with their 

families than their cohabiting and single counterparts, and another line of research 

arguing that marriage and extended family relationships are inversely related.     

One line of research suggests that marriage serves as the foundation for family 

relationships and that unmarried individuals are socially isolated by comparison 

(DePaulo, 2006). It has even been suggested that the rise of cohabitation is a driving 

force of family decline (Popenoe, 1993; Waite & Gallagher, 2001) in part because 

cohabiting couples may be weak links in kin networks (Hogerbrugge & Dykstra, 2009). 

Indeed, some evidence suggests that the relationship between cohabitors and their 

families is characterized by weaker exchanges of support than the relationship between 
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married individuals and their families (Eggebeen, 2005). Cohabitors also tend to live far 

away from their families (Kalmijn, 2006) and have less frequent contact with their 

families than married couples do (Hogerbrugge & Dykstra, 2009).  

This may be because marriage transforms the way that individuals and couples 

relate to their families. A key component of the transition from cohabitation to marriage 

is the conversion of a private commitment to a public commitment, often in front of 

family members, relatives, and friends. Family members play a central role in weddings 

(Goffman, 1959), which are often said to symbolize the union of two families as well as 

two individuals. Marriage can also clarify the role of partners in each other’s kin 

networks and the role of parents and in-laws in their children’s lives. The role of “in-

laws” in cohabiting relationships may be more ambiguous. Uncertainty by parents or 

adult cohabiting children about how to treat these relationships may cause both parties to 

pull away from behaviors that strengthen ties, such as spending holidays and vacations 

together or engaging in family rituals together, resulting in patterns that increase rather 

than decrease social distance (Eggebeen, 2005).  

 Alternatively, marriage may be associated with stronger kinship ties because 

family relationships provide an important resource that individuals and couples draw 

upon in making the transition to marriage. There is evidence that intergenerational 

sources of support often play a critical role in helping young adults successfully navigate 

important life transitions (Eggebeen, 2005). Cohabitors who have strong relationships 

with their families may be able to use this resource to create high quality relationships, 

which increases the likelihood of marriage (Brown, 2004). Evidence suggests that 

cohabitors who report more positive relationships with their parents receive higher levels 

of support that are more similar to that of adult children who are married (Eggebeen, 

2005).  

Another line of research presents a competing view of marriage and kin ties, 

arguing that spouses and extended family members play complementary roles, and as 
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marriage fades in importance, intergenerational family relationships increase in 

importance (Bengtson, 2001). This suggests that cohabitors who have strong relationships 

with their families may have less incentive to marry because they already have strong 

access to economic, emotional, or instrumental support from their families of origin. The 

deinstitutionalization of marriage has arguably progressed further in Sweden than in 

another country, so Sweden provides a valuable case study for testing Bengtson’s 

hypothesis.  

Another area in which cohabiting and married couples differ is with respect to 

socioeconomic differences. Married individuals tend to enjoy better economic 

circumstances than cohabiting couples. In the United States in particular, cohabitors are 

generally younger, less educated, and less well off financially than married couples 

(Hardie & Lucas, 2010). Although some scholars advance the causal argument that 

marriage is responsible for creating better economic circumstances (Becker, 1981; Waite 

& Gallagher, 2001), there is also reason to believe that better economic circumstances 

can lead to marriage. Economic hardship can lead to stress and conflict, whereas 

economic well-being can enhance stability and relationship quality (Hardie & Lucas, 

2011). Indeed, several studies have found that high levels of economic resources increase 

the likelihood that cohabiting couples will marry (Duvander, 1999; Edin & Reed, 2005; 

Sanchez, Smock, & Manning, 1998; Smock & Manning, 1997).  

The aim of this study is to examine whether cohabitors with strong kin 

relationships or high levels of economic resources are more likely to marry than 

cohabitors with weaker kin relationships or lower levels of economic resources. I also 

examine whether how the link between these resources and the transition to marriage 

operates through gender.  
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KIN SUPPORT 

The legal distinctions between marriage and cohabitation have been almost fully 

dismantled in Sweden, but social distinctions are often more difficult to erase. The rapid 

transformation of cohabitation from rare practice to an accepted family form may have 

left a generational divide in attitudes toward cohabitation, with more favorable attitudes 

toward cohabitation among the current generation of young adults than their parents. 

Even if marriage and cohabitation involve similar levels of commitment between 

members of a couple, the family members of the couple may perceive the relationships 

differently and offer different levels of support to their children as a result. Parents of 

adult children in cohabiting relationships who view cohabitation as a lesser commitment 

than marriage may be less likely to embrace the partner or support the union.  

Parent-child relationships may influence the transition of an adult child’s 

relationship from cohabitation to marriage in several ways. First, better parent-child 

relationships may directly result in benefits for adult children and their relationships. As 

Reczek, Liu, & Umberson (2010) explain, a positive relationship with parents may foster 

psychological well-being in adult children (Umberson, 1992), and this well-being may 

“spill over” into better quality unions. The inverse may also be true. Poor quality parent-

child relationships can be a source of stress for grown children, and this stress may 

undermine relationship quality. Positive relationships with parents may also serve as a 

blueprint for creative positive relationships with others.  

Social support from family members is also thought to help couples manage 

stressful situations (Bryant & Conger, 1999). For instance, adult children whose 

relationships with their parents are characterized by exchanges of support may rely on 

them as sources of instrumental help during stressful times, which reduces the burden on 

the partners, improving their well-being and relationship quality (Reczek, Liu, & 

Umberson, 2010). Higher levels of relationship quality are, in turn, associated with the 

transition to marriage among cohabitors (Brown, 2004).  
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Another possibility is that is that high quality parent-child relationships may make 

parents more likely to embrace their child’s cohabiting partner and relationship. This 

leads to greater investments by the parents in the cohabiting couple and greater 

investments by the cohabiting couple in the kin network, building union-specific capital, 

which promotes union stability (Becker, 1981; Manning, 2004). The inclusion of the 

partner in the kin network also provides the couple with social and emotional resources 

that support the union (Goetting, 1990). Strong social support and higher union-specific 

capital may increase relationship quality and commitment and promote marriage. 

Inversely, poor quality parent child relationships may result in a lack of support for the 

adult child’s cohabiting union. It may also be associated with strained in-laws 

relationships, which is detrimental to children’s relationship satisfaction (Bryant, Conger, 

& Meehan, 2001) and may present an obstacle to marriage.  

Alternatively, strong family relationships could supersede marriage among 

cohabitors. Bengtson (2001) posits that in response to the decline in marriage and other 

changes in family structures, multigenerational family relationships will become 

increasingly central in people’s lives in the 21st century. Citing claims that the traditional 

nuclear family is ill-suited for post-industrial society due to its organization around a 

male breadwinner (Stacy, 1996), Bengtson argues that in the post-modern family, 

intergenerational kin relationships will fill in the gaps in carrying out functions that were 

previously performed by the nuclear family. For example, the sharing of economic 

resources has long been a hallmark of nuclear families. Married couples tend to manage 

their economic resources jointly (Brines & Joyner, 1999), which may be helpful for 

decreasing economic uncertainty and increasing stability in difficult economic times. 

Cohabitors are less likely to pool economic resources (Oropesa, Landale, & Kenkre, 

2003; Treas & DeRuijter, 2008), which may make them more likely to turn to their 

parents rather than partners for economic support in times of need. Cohabitors who have 

this type of parental safety net in place may find marriage less necessary. Similarly, 
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cohabitors who are able to rely on their parents for emotional or instrumental support 

may have less incentive to marry.  

With this in mind, I test two competing hypotheses about the effect of family 

relationships on the transition to marriage among cohabitors.  

 

Hypothesis 1: Strong kin relationships among cohabitors are positively associated 

with the transition to marriage.  

 

Hypothesis 2: Strong kin relationships among cohabitors are negatively associated 

with the transition to marriage.  

 

KINKEEPING AND GENDER 

Integration of partners into each other’s family networks depends mostly on the 

efforts of women, whose role as family “kinkeepers” is well documented (Kalmijn, 2007; 

McPherson, Smith-Lovin, and Brashears 2006; Parsons, 1955). Women have more kin in 

their social networks and interact with them more than men do (McPherson, Smith-

Lovin, & Brashears, 2006). Women spend more time caring for their own and their 

husband’s parents (Chelsey & Poppie, 2009) and other extended family members (Gerstel 

& Gallagher, 1994). Women are also more involved in than men in maintaining extended 

family relationships (Cancian & Oliker, 2000). Women email family members more 

often than men (Hupfer & Detlor, 2007) and spend more time on the phone than men due 

to their greater responsibility maintaining family relationships and coordinating social 

arrangements (Fischer, 1992). Given women’s roles as kin-keepers, the family support 

that a couple receives may be more strongly tied to women’s kin relationships than 

men’s. If this family support bolsters the relationship by bringing the woman’s partner 

into the kin network, women’s close family relationships may increase the likelihood of 
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marriage. If this explanation is correct, I expect women’s, but not men’s, kin 

relationships to be associated with the transition to marriage among cohabitors.   

 

Hypothesis 3: Women’s kin relationships play a larger role in the transition to 

marriage than men’s kin relationships.  

 

SOCIOECONOMIC RESOURCES 

Socioeconomic resources have been identified as an important factor in the 

transformation, or lack of transformation, of cohabiting unions into marriages. In the 

United States, people with higher levels of education and better economic prospects are 

more likely to get married than those with lower levels of socioeconomic resources 

(Carson, McLanahan, & England, 2004; Smock, Manning, & Gupta, 1999). The 

economic bar for entering marriage appears to be much higher than the bar for 

cohabitation; as a result, some individuals who are willing to cohabit and even have 

children with partners who have low economic prospects and few assets nevertheless do 

not feel that these same partners make good marriage partners (Carlson, McLanahan, & 

England, 2004). Even when the quality of the relationship with the partner is not a 

concern, new, unmarried parents in the United States report a reluctance to get married in 

the absence of economic stability (Gibson, Edin, & McLanahan, 2005). Some research 

suggests that the importance of male partners having resources. Money has been cited as 

an important issue in women’s decisions to marry, especially in the low-income 

population (Edin, 2000). The inability of men to be reliable breadwinners constitutes a 

serious barrier to marriage in this population (Edin & Kefalas, 2005).  

The effect of men’s resources on marriage is prominent in the general population 

as well. Men’s earnings have generally been shown to have a positive effect on the 

transition from cohabitation to marriage (Sanchez, Manning, & Smock, 1998; Smock & 

Manning, 1997), although the effect has been smaller in more recent cohorts (Sassler & 
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Goldscheider, 2004). Smock, Manning, & Porter (2005) provide a review of this 

literature and find that in five out of seven studies that examine the relationship between 

the transition from cohabitation to marriage and economic characteristics by gender, the 

male partners’ earnings, occupation, or education are positively associated with the 

transition to marriage, but none find an association between cohabiting women’s 

economic characteristics and marriage. Some studies emphasize the social norm of a 

male breadwinner as the reason why men’s economic resources appear to have the larger 

effect the transition to marriage (Oppenheimer 2000; Wilson, 1987). If couples adopt a 

specialized division of labor, with one partner specializing in the labor force and the other 

in home production, it should be expected that the economic prospects of the primary 

wage earner has a larger effect on marriage than that of the non-earner or non-primary 

wage earner. It should be noted that several studies have also found that women’s 

employment, earnings, or earning potential have positive effects on marriage (Goldstein 

& Kenney, 2001; McLaughlin & Lichter, 1997; Raley, 1996; Sweeney, 2002). In short, 

greater material resources seem to be positively linked to marriage, at least in the United 

States.  

The role of economic resources in the transition from cohabitation to marriage in 

Sweden may be different from the situation in the United States. With a more compressed 

distribution of income and stronger social safety net than in the United States, the 

economic requirements for partners may be different in Sweden. Low-income parents, in 

particular, may be less concerned about their partner’s ability to contribute economically 

when the government provides of subsidizes many of the children’s needs, such as 

medical care or daycare. This may mean that the economic bar for marriage is no higher 

than the bar for cohabitation in Sweden. There may also be less incentive to marry higher 

earning partners because important benefits such as health insurance are not allocated 

through marriage.  If this is the case, socioeconomic resources may not be significantly 

related to marriage in Sweden, as they are in the United States. 
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The importance of men’s and women’s economic contributions in the transition to 

marriage may depend on the degree to which men are or are expected to be the primary 

breadwinners. Although Sweden is well known for its egalitarian ideals, among 45% of 

married Swedish couples, wives earn less than 40% of the total income (Liu & Vikat, 

2004). A corresponding figure for cohabiting couples is not known, but asymmetric 

earnings within couples are clearly far from unusual in Sweden. If the socioeconomic 

resources of both genders are important, it would provide support for the idea that a 

higher level of resources provides a greater quality of life, which supports relationship 

stability and marriage. If men’s economic resources are more important than women’s 

resources in prompting the transition to marriage, it would support the idea that a male 

breadwinner is part of what sets marriage apart from cohabitation. 

Another reason why economic resources might be important in the transition to 

marriage is to protection in the event of the death of one partner, especially when the 

economic stakes are larger. Although married and cohabiting couples are largely subject 

to the same standards regarding maintenance liabilities and splitting of assets in the event 

of dissolution under Swedish law (Duvander, 1999), in the event of a partner’s death, a 

spouse has automatic inheritance rights, which are not automatically afforded to 

cohabiting partners (Couples in Europe, 2012).  Marriage to a partner with a high level of 

economic resources therefore provides a much more secure future than cohabitation with 

an economically advantaged partner. This might be especially important for individuals 

with few economic resources on an individual level, such as those relying on a partner for 

income. 

Due to the very small gender gap in the labor force participation rate in Sweden, 

where men’s labor force participation rate exceeds women’s by only 2.2% (Antecol, 

2000), the majority of those relying on their partners for income are likely to be 

employed on a temporary or part-time basis. Married women, for instance, are one of the 

key demographic groups engaged in temporary employment (Laird & Williams, 1996), 
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but cohabiting couples may also practice a degree of division of labor, particularly if 

children are involved. Temporary employees are an important source of labor for many 

firms that benefit from the lower cost, increased flexibility, and reduced liability of hiring 

these workers compared with permanent employees (Von Hippel, Mangum, Greenberger, 

Heneman, & Skoglind, 1997). The benefits to the worker, on the other hand, are less 

straightforward. A temporary job is often preferable to unemployment (Lenz, 1996) and 

in many cases, temporary jobs allow workers to acquire valuable skills and experience 

(von Hippel, Mangum, Greenberger, Heneman, & Skoglind, 1997). ). On the other hand, 

many temporary jobs lack career potential and temporary workers often receive much 

lower pay and fewer benefits than their permanent counterparts (Nollen, 1996; Segal & 

Sullivan, 1997; Kalleberg, Reskin, & Hudson, 2000). Although the career trajectories of 

temporary workers remain an unresolved issue (Kalleberg, 2000), evidence suggests that 

temporary employment is “adverse to human capital development” (Nollen, 1996).  

Temporary employment is therefore expected to be a signal of low economic prospects.   

Steady part-time employment, on the other hand, is thought to be less detrimental 

to career development than temporary employment. Part-time work is a relatively 

common arrangement in Scandinavia, with 20% of the labor force working part-time 

(Kalleberg, 2000). Although some argue that part-time work undermines women’s full 

equality in the labor market (Beechey & Perkins, 1987), others hold that part-time 

opportunities increase women’s labor force attachment and continuity and reduce 

women’s economic dependence on men (Sundström, 1991). Those holding the latter view 

point out that in Sweden, unlike in many other countries, part-time workers work 

relatively long hours and enjoy the same benefits and job security as full-time workers 

(Sundström, 1997). Part-time work in Sweden is also available in professional positions 

and not limited to “marginal” jobs (Sundström, 1991). However, non-standard work 

contracts including part-time work may also be reflective of the inability to find full-time 

work, as is the case for more than one quarter of women who work part-time in Sweden 
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(Gerhard, Knijn, & Weckwert, 2005). Work hours are also quite gendered in Sweden. In 

2013, 30% of women but only 10% of men worked part time (Statistics Sweden, 2014).  

If the total level of socioeconomic resources within the household is relevant to 

transforming a cohabiting union into marriage, then I expect to find that both men’s and 

women’s economic resources are positively associated with the transition to marriage. On 

the other hand, if the ability of men to be breadwinners is a factor that distinguishes 

marriage from cohabitation, then I expect to find that men’s, but not women’s economic 

resources are positively associated with the transition to marriage among cohabitors.  

 

Hypothesis 4: Both men’s and women’s economic resources are positively 

associated with the transition to marriage among cohabitors.   

 

Hypothesis 5: Men’s economic resources are more positively associated with the 

transition from cohabitation to marriage than women’s economic resources.   

 

THE CURRENT STUDY 

The current study addresses the following research questions. First, do strong kin 

connections among Swedish cohabitors increase or decrease the likelihood of marriage? 

Are women’s family relationships more strongly associated with the transition from 

cohabitation to marriage than men’s family relationships? Second, how do 

socioeconomic resources affect the transition from cohabitation to marriage in Sweden? 

Are men’s socioeconomic resources more strongly associated with the transition from 

cohabitation to marriage than women’s socioeconomic resources?  

If strong kin connections decrease the likelihood that cohabitors will marry, it 

would support the idea that the rise of cohabitation and deinstitutionalization of marriage 

may result in intergenerational relationships replacing marriage as a key source of 

support for individuals and families.  
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If strong kin connections increase the likelihood that cohabitors will marry, it 

would suggest that despite some evidence that cohabitors are disconnected from their kin 

networks, parental support still plays an important role in cohabitors’ decisions to marry. 

It may even suggest that positive family relationships are part of the “marriage lifestyle,” 

meaning that just as a certain economic standard of living has been identified as a 

perceived prerequisite to marriage in the United States (Edin & Reed, 2005), having good 

relationships with family members may also be perceived as part of the package of what 

is required for marriage.  

If high levels of socioeconomic resources are associated with the transition from 

cohabitation to marriage, it would provide evidence that in Sweden, as in the United 

States, marriage is becoming a marker of middle-class status and success. The more 

socioeconomically advantaged couples choose marriage, while the less advantaged 

dissolve their unions or remain in cohabiting unions.  

Turning to gender differences, if men’s socioeconomic resources are more 

strongly associated with the transition to marriage than women’s economic resources, it 

would suggest that even in egalitarian-minded Swedish society, specialized gender roles 

continue to be an important part of what sets marriage apart from other family forms. If 

women’s kin relationships are more strongly associated with the transition to marriage 

than men’s kin relationships, it would suggest that despite other forms of progress toward 

gender equality in Sweden, the domains of marriage and family continue to be organized 

primarily by women.  

 

DATA 

The Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult Panel Study, or 

YAPS, (N=3,547) is based on a nationally representative sample of young adults in 

Sweden. It contains detailed information about the work and family lives, as well as the 

beliefs and attitudes related to work and family life, of Swedish young adults at the 
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beginning of the 21st century. The data provide detailed information about the timing of 

union transitions for each individual, along with information about respondents’ human 

capital characteristics, labor force participation, egalitarian attitudes, and family ties at 

several points in time. The first wave of data collection occurred in 1999 and included 

three birth cohorts: 1968, 1972, and 1976. The second wave in 2003 added a 1980 cohort 

and continued to follow the previous cohorts as well. The 2009 wave is comprised 

entirely of people who also participated in at least one of the first two waves.   

 

SAMPLE 

The analytic sample is the group of never-married respondents who were 

cohabiting at the first wave of the survey in 1999. I exclude 727 respondents who did not 

participate in the first wave, 1,719 individuals who were not in a cohabiting union at the 

first wave, 262 individuals who were lost to follow-up, 13 individuals who had been 

previously married, and 117 individuals who had missing or inconsistent data about dates 

of entry into cohabitation or exit from cohabitation. Of those who reported the sex of 

their cohabiting partner, all partners were of a different sex. The final sample consists of 

709 never-married individuals who were cohabiting in 1999.  

 

ANALYTIC STRATEGY 

 Using retrospective relationship history reports, I capture the duration of 

cohabitation until marriage, dissolution, or survey exit. In order to use event history 

modeling to examine the risk of marriage, I organize the data into a person-month file 

(Allison, 1984). Entry into the risk set occurs at the month of entry into cohabitation and 

each individual contributes as many months of observation as he or she is at risk for 

experiencing marriage. A first marriage is a failure event. Individuals are censored at the 

time of union dissolution if the cohabitation ends or at the time of the most recent 
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interview (2003 or 2009) if the union is still intact at that time. I use Cox proportional 

hazard models to predict the probability that a cohabiting union will transition to 

marriage in the next month, given that it has survived to that month as an intact 

cohabitation.  

 

DEPENDENT VARIABLE 

The dependent variable in the analysis is marriage. A failure event occurs when a 

union ends in marriage. If the union dissolves, it is censored at the month of dissolution. 

If the union is intact at the time of last interview participation, it is censored at that time.  

 

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES 

The primary independent variables are kin support and socioeconomic resources. 

I measure kin support using six measures: respondents’ frequency of contact with each 

parent, likelihood of discussing a personal problem with each parent, and how satisfied 

they are with their relationship with their relationships with each parent. Each question is 

posed on a 1 to 5 scale, but dichotomized for the purpose of these analyses. Very frequent 

contact with each parent was coded 1 and all other responses were coded 0; a very high 

likelihood of discussing a personal problem with a parent was coded 1 and all other 

responses were coded 0; being very satisfied with the relationship with each parent was 

coded 1 and all other responses were coded 0.   

I measure socioeconomic resources using level of education, hours worked, 

employment activity, and whether respondents report that their current position offers 

good pay and good career prospects. Each of these variables is measured at survey 

baseline in 1999 when the respondent was in a cohabiting relationship. Education is 

measured by whether respondents have no high school education, a high school 

education, or a post high school education. Hours worked is indicates whether the 
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respondent works full time (40 hours per week or more), part time (1-39 hours per week), 

or is not working at all (0 hours per week). Current work activity indicates whether the 

respondent has a permanent job, temporary job, is self-employed, is a student, is 

unemployed, or is on parental leave. It should be noted that the work activities are not 

mutually exclusive. For instance, many individuals who are on parental leave also have a 

steady job and many students are also employed. Reporting “good pay” and “good career 

prospects” is used in instead of earnings in Swedish crowns, because the income figures 

appeared to be more representative of age and career stage than socioeconomic status.  

I also include relationship quality and joint childbearing as mediating variables. 

Strong kinship ties and high levels of socioeconomic resources may both create better 

quality relationships and produce more favorable conditions for having a child together.  

Relationship quality is measured at survey baseline in 1999 and constructed according to 

whether the respondent rates his or her relationship satisfaction a 5, the highest value, on 

a scale of 1-5. Joint childbearing is measured by the number of children born within the 

cohabiting union and is constructed as a time-varying variable. Shared children represent 

“union-specific capital” that may promote parents’ relationship stability (Coleman, 1988; 

Becker, 1990; Manning, 2004).  

 

OTHER EXPLANATORY VARIABLES 

Birth cohort is an important control variable. Few Swedes marry young (Ohlsson-

Wijk, 2011), and the likelihood of marriage potentially increases with age (Duvander, 

1999). The average age of marriage in Sweden is 32.9 for women and 35.5 for men 

(United Nations Economic Commission on Europe, 2013), which is about three years 

higher than the average age at first birth (Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008).  

Parental relationship status during an individual’s growing up years has the 

potential to influence on subsequent family formation behavior. Beliefs about the 

importance and likelihood of marriage and marital stability may be formed during 
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childhood (Duvander, 1999). Young adults who have experienced a parental dissolution 

may be more cautious about marriage and therefore less likely to marry. In some cases, 

young adults who experience a parental dissolution are also more likely to leave the 

parental home due to friction and begin their first union at an earlier age than young 

adults whose parents did not separate (Gahler, Hong, & Bernhardt 2009). This may lead 

to poor quality relationships, as early union formation is thought to be a risk factor for 

dissolution (Amato 1996).  

Childhood urbanicity is also included as a control variable. The emergence of 

cohabitation as a new family form has been described as a progressive development that 

began among urban elites who were geographically and socially removed from older 

norms and traditions (Kiernan, 2002). If longer periods of cohabitation leading up to 

marriage are taking hold in Sweden, it may take hold among the urban population first. 

An urban area is defined as within the city limits or a close suburb of one of the three 

largest Swedish cities: Stockholm, Gothenburg, or Malmö. A small or medium sized city 

is defined as a city with more than 27,000 residents but not one of the three largest cities. 

A rural area is defined as a municipality with fewer than 27,000 residents.  

The economic situation of the family of origin is relevant because of inheritance 

laws. Although marriage does not confer many legal rights or responsibilities to couples 

in Sweden, it does confer the right of automatic inheritance. Spouses automatically 

inherit from one another, whereas couples in other types of relationships do not. Families 

with more resources at stake may be more interested in directing the flow of these 

resources through marriage. 

Religiosity and parental religiosity may also affect children’s family forming 

behavior. Most major religions and religious institutions promote marriage as the 

preferred union type. Parental religiosity may also be important; parental attitudes and 

beliefs have been shown to influence the timing of their children’s family formation 
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beyond simply the direct influence of early socialization shaping children’s own 

preferences (Axinn & Thornton, 1992; Barber, Axinn, & Thornton, 2002). 

Parents who are immigrants to Sweden may be particularly likely to support 

family forming marriages, rather a marriage following one or more births. According to 

the European Social Survey, immigrants in Europe who come from countries with more 

traditional gender relations are less likely to be egalitarian than others in the new country 

(Roder & Muhlau, 2012). This is the case in Sweden, where many immigrants come from 

cultures that promote traditional gender roles and are more familistic and less 

individualistic than Swedish culture. These values affect the behavior of the second 

generation, even for those who grew up entirely or almost entirely in Sweden 

(Goldscheider, Goldscheider, & Bernhardt, 2011). To the extent that these attitudes are 

correlated with a lesser acceptance of non-marital relationships, having an immigrant 

parent may increase the risk of marriage by decreasing the time spend in cohabitation.  

 

DESCRIPTIVE RESULTS 

Table 4.1 shows the distribution of independent variables according to whether 

respondents married or did not marry their partners, separated by gender. As expected, 

the youngest cohort of 23 years olds the least likely of the three cohorts to marry during 

the decade-long survey period.  Only 36% of cohabiting female 23 year olds and 23% of 

cohabiting male 23 years olds transitioned to marriage by age 33. Among the older 

cohorts, the percentages marrying were around 42-48%. The difference is only 

statistically significant at the p<0.05 level for men. The cohort of 31 years olds at 

baseline were less likely to transition to marriage than the 27 year olds. Long-term 

cohabitors without plans to formalize their relationship through marriage may be 

overrepresented in the oldest cohort.  

With respect to other background characteristics, cohabitors who married did not 

differ greatly from cohabitors who did not go on to marry their partners, but a few 
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differences are present. For cohabiting women, growing up in a wealthy family appears 

to be positively associated with marriage, but the result is not statistically significant. 

Religiosity and parental religiosity appears to have little association with the transition 

from cohabitation to marriage. Having immigrant parents appears to be associated with 

not marrying one’s cohabiting partner, but the result is also not significant at the p<0.05 

level. The sole background characteristic that differed significantly across marriage 

outcome for both genders is having a parent who is a member of a religious congregation. 

Having at least one parent who is a member of a congregation is associated with 

marrying one’s cohabiting partner. Approximately 45% of women and 47% of men with 

a parent in a congregation married their partners, compared to 42% of all men and 

women.  

In the area of kin relationships, closer ties generally appear to be associated with 

formalizing cohabiting unions through marriage within the next decade, but the only 

measure that has a statistically significant relationship with the transition to marriage is 

reporting a very good mother-daughter relationship. Approximately 47% of cohabiting 

women who reported a very good relationship with their own mother married their 

cohabiting partners, compared to 42% of women overall. For men, no kin relationship 

measures were associated with marriage at the p<0.05 level.  

Turning to socioeconomic resources, educational attainment and full time work 

were associated with the transition from cohabitation to marriage for women. More than 

half of women who lacked a high school degree at baseline married their cohabiting 

partners, as did more than half of women with a post high school education, compared to 

42% of all cohabiting women. Among women with a high school degree only, however, 

only 36% married their partners. Working full time at baseline was also associated with 

the transition to marriage for cohabiting women. Nearly half of women who worked full 

time in 1999 married their partners by 2009. No other measures of socioeconomic status 

were associated with the transition to marriage at the p<0.05 level for women; for men, 



 84 

there were no statistically significant associations at all between socioeconomic status 

and the transition to marriage.  

Finally, reporting a very high level of relationship quality was positively 

associated with marriage for women, but there was no statistically significant association 

for men. This is consistent with Duvander’s (1999) findings that women’s perceptions of 

the relationship matter more than men’s perceptions in the transition from cohabitation to 

marriage in Sweden.  

  

MULTIVARIATE RESULTS 

The results in Tables 4.2 and 4.3 show the relative risks of marriage based on the 

Cox proportional hazard models for women and men respectively. Model 1 in each table 

shows the effect of background characteristics on the relative risks of marriage. Model 2 

examines the link between kin relationships and the relative risks of marriage net of 

background characteristics. Model 3 examines the link between socioeconomic status and 

the relative risks of marriage net of background characteristics. Model 4 is the full model, 

which includes background characteristics, kin relationships, and socioeconomic status, 

along with relationship quality and commitment as mediating variables.  

Age at survey baseline is associated with the transition from cohabitation to 

marriage. As Table 4.2 shows, compared to the middle cohort of women who were 27 

years old at baseline, cohabiting women who were 31 years old at survey baseline were 

approximately half as likely to transition to marriage during the ten-year window of 

observation and women who were 23 years old at survey were more than 1.5 times as 

likely to transition to marriage. As Table 4.3 shows, cohabiting men who were 31 years 

old at baseline were also approximately half as likely to transition to marriage as their 27 

year old counterparts, but there are no significant differences between the cohort of 23-

year old and 27-year old men.  
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Parental relationship status during the growing up years is not associated with the 

transition from cohabitation to marriage. For women, growing up in an urban area is 

associated with a 1.37 times greater risk of marriage, but this becomes statistically 

insignificant in the full model. Men who grew up in an urban area were more likely to 

transition to marriage, although this effect disappears after controlling for socioeconomic 

circumstances.  

Surprisingly, own religiosity is not associated with the transition to marriage, but 

having a parent who is a member of a religious congregation is associated with an 

increased risk of marriage for both genders, although the link is stronger for men. Having 

an immigrant parent does not appear to influence the transition to marriage. Having a 

child born prior to the cohabiting relationship is associated with a two- to three-fold 

increase in the risk of transitioning to marriage for women, but there is no statistically 

significant effect for men. It is not known whether children born prior to the cohabitation 

are joint children or children from others partners.  

Turning to kin relationships, there is no evidence that mother-daughter 

relationships do not play an observable role in the transition to marriage, but father-

daughter relationships are associated with the transition to marriage. Model 2 in Table 4.2 

shows that cohabiting women who had very frequent contact with their fathers were less 

likely by a factor of 0.66 to marry than cohabiting women who had less frequent contact 

with their fathers. Cohabiting women who reported very good relationships with their 

fathers were 1.58 times more likely to marry than women whose relationships with their 

fathers were less satisfactory. These effects become statistically insignificant in Model 4 

when socioeconomic status and relationship quality are accounted for. This offers mixed 

support for both Hypothesis 1, which proposed that strong kin relationships are positively 

associated with the transition to marriage, and Hypothesis 2, which proposed the 

opposite, that strong kin relationships are negatively associated with the transition to 

marriage. Although frequent of contact could be a marker of a strong relationship with 
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kin, it may also be a sign of needing a high level of assistance from family members. It 

could also be a sign of offering assistance to parents, but this is less likely, as the majority 

of intergenerational exchanges of support flow toward the younger generation (Bengtson, 

2001). On the other hand, reporting a good relationship with one’s father is a less 

ambiguous sign of a strong kinship tie. Thus, I argue that the evidence is stronger for a 

positive link between kin relationships and the transition from cohabitation to marriage, 

at least for women. Table 4.3 shows that there is no statistically significant associated 

between men’s kin relationships and the transition to marriage. This confirms Hypothesis 

3, which claimed that women’s kin relationships would play a larger role in the transition 

to marriage than men’s kin relationships.   

Turning to the relationship between socioeconomic status and the transition to 

marriage, Model 3 in Table 4.3 shows that higher socioeconomic status is associated with 

the transition from cohabitation to marriage, at least when measured by educational 

attainment and hours worked. Cohabiting women who had a post high school education 

had nearly twice the risk of marriage as women who had only a high school education. 

Similarly, women who worked full time were more than twice as likely as women who 

were not working to transition to marriage within 10 years. Cohabiting women who were 

students (relative to non-students) and self-employed (relative to not self-employed) were 

more likely to transition to marriage during the decade-long window of observation. 

However, these results were only significant at the p<0.1 level. Model 3 in Table 4.3 

shows that for cohabiting men, having a post high school education was associated with 

more than a twofold higher risk of transition to marriage. After accounting for 

background characteristics, kin relationships, and relationship quality and commitment, 

men who were on parental leave at baseline were more than 6 times as likely as men who 

were not on parental leave to transition to marriage, but the number of men on parental 

leave was quite small. This confirms Hypothesis 4, which proposed that both men’s and 

women’s socioeconomic resources are positively associated with the transition to 
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marriage. The results reject Hypothesis 5, which proposed that men’s socioeconomic 

resources are more relevant to the transition from cohabitation to marriage than women’s 

socioeconomic resources.  

High levels of relationship quality are positively associated with the transition to 

marriage for both cohabiting women and men. However, joint childbearing appears not to 

affect the transition to marriage very much for either gender. Relationship quality 

mediates the link between kin relationships and the transition to marriage for cohabiting 

women: after relationship quality is factored in, there is no longer an increased risk of 

marriage for women who report good relationships with their fathers nor a decreased risk 

of marriage for women who report very frequent contact with their fathers. This supports 

the idea that positive relationships with parents promote positive relationships with 

partners, which in turn promotes marriage.  

As a formal test for gender differences, I also created a pooled model with both 

genders and included interaction terms for kin relationships and gender, as well as 

educational attainment and gender and work hours and gender. Results show that 

evidence of a gender different in how relationships with fathers are associated with the 

transition to marriage, but no gender difference in the association between socioeconomic 

status and marriage.   

 

DISCUSSION 

Given the lack of legal incentives for marriage in Sweden, understanding how the 

characteristics of cohabitors who formalize their unions through marriage differ from 

those who do not marry provides insight into the meaning of marriage in contemporary 

Sweden.  

The results from Chapter 3 show that the most educated Swedes are the most 

likely to marry prior to childbearing or immediately in response to it, whereas the least 

educated are the most likely to marry well after the arrival of children or not marry at all. 
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The finding that the most advantaged individuals marry sooner in the family life course is 

consistent with the idea that marriage is the most prestigious institution for family 

building and appears to be reserved for those who have the resources to marry. This 

raises questions about how individuals and couples draw on the resources available to 

them as they navigate union transitions.  

The current chapter examines how two types of resources influence the transition 

from cohabitation to marriage: family relationships and socioeconomic resources. With 

respect to family relationships, father-daughter relationships appear to be most relevant in 

the transition to marriage. The multivariate results show that women who have very good 

relationships with their fathers are more likely to marry their cohabiting partners than 

women who have less positive relationships with their fathers. On the other hand, women 

who have very frequent contact with their fathers are less likely to marry their cohabiting 

partners than women who have less frequent contact with their fathers. This is consistent 

with the idea that positive parent-child relationship promote individual well-being, which 

spills over into better couple relationships as well. A strong relationship with one’s 

parents can also provide a useful resource in times of crisis. As Eggebeen (2005) notes, 

for many young adults parental support is best described as a safety net, and that contact 

and exchanges may be quite sporadic when needs are few. This may explain why 

cohabiting women in very frequent contact with their fathers are less likely to marry their 

partners. A high frequency of contact with fathers may be a signal that the adult daughter 

is experiencing a crisis. It may also signal that the partner relationship is not strong 

enough to weather the crisis without external support, because once the cohabiting 

daughter’s relationship quality with the partner is taken into account, the association 

between kin relationships and marriage fades to non-significance. This suggests that 

women draw on kin resources to create higher quality cohabiting relationships, which 

leads to marriage. There is no evidence that men draw on their kin relationships to 

support their unions.  
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In summary, this research proposes that one way that cohabitation and marriage 

may distinguish themselves is the way in which the couple relates to their broader kin 

network. Bengtson (2001) suggests that as marriage declines in importance, kin 

relationships will increase in importance to fill in the gaps and perhaps even provide 

greater support than the spousal bond is able to provide. This research suggests that this 

has yet occurred in Sweden. Kin relationships appear to promote, rather than supersede, 

marriage.  

Turning to socioeconomic resources, no gender difference emerges in how 

cohabitors use their socioeconomic resources in making decisions about union 

transitions. Individuals with higher levels of socioeconomic resources are more likely to 

marry, but whether those resources originate with the male or female partner does not 

appear to matter. The broader implications of this finding are that traditional gender 

specialized roles in home production versus market production are not a factor in 

distinguishing marriage from cohabitation in contemporary Sweden. Turning to the 

mediating effect of relationship quality on the link between socioeconomic status and 

marriage, the results also show that individuals with higher levels of socioeconomic 

resources are more likely to marry even after relationship quality is accounted for. Given 

Sweden’s generous government support of families by international comparison, the fact 

that socioeconomic status continues to be linked to marriage in Sweden suggests that 

even small levels of relative difference in socioeconomic status within a society can 

affect decisions about marriage, with the relatively worse off perceiving marriage as out 

of reach, despite having good relationships.  

 

LIMITATIONS 

This study has several limitations related to sample selection and the window of 

observation. First, the sample is based on individuals who were cohabiting at survey 

baseline in 1999 when respondents were 23, 27, and 31 years old. This means that 
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individuals in long-term cohabiting relationships may be oversampled.  Long-term 

cohabitors who are in marriage-like unions but do not plan to marry are not representative 

of shorter-term cohabitors who may be using cohabitation as a precursor to marriage. 

However, the fact that the respondents are still quite young relative to the median age at 

marriage in Sweden may alleviate some of this bias.  

A second limitation is that independent variables are measured at survey baseline 

in 1999, regardless of the length of cohabitation at that time. The only time-varying 

covariate is childbearing. This means that for some individuals, independent variables 

were measured around the time of initiation of the cohabitation and for others they may 

have been measured years into the cohabitation. After many years in an established 

cohabiting union, family relationships may change and the division of paid and unpaid 

labor may shift, altering levels of workforce participation. Employment activities that 

occurred nearly a decade ago may not be very relevant to marriage decisions in the 

present. 
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Table 4.1. Distribution of independent variables for women and men cohabiting at 
baseline survey in 1999 

 Women who 
married by 
2009 
(42.2%) 

Women who 
did not marry 
by 2009 
(57.8%) 

Men who 
married by 
2009 
(41.8%) 

Men who did 
not marry by 
2009 
(58.2%) 

Background     
Age 23 at baseline 36.3 63.7 23.4* 76.6 
Age 27 at baseline 47.8 52.1 47.9 52.1 
Age 31 at baseline 42.2 57.8 46.8 53.2 
Parents together 42.9 57.1 41.6 58.4 
Grew up urban area 39.4 60.6 46.8 53.2 
Grew up in sm/med town 42.8 57.3 41.2 58.8 
Grew up in countryside 46.3 53.8 39.1 60.9 
Wealthy family 50.0 50.0 43.9 56.1 
Respondent religious 41.1 58.9 42.9 57.1 
Parent in congregation 45.3* 54.7 47.1* 52.9 
Immigrant parent 36.4 63.6 27.3 72.7 
Previous child 44.0 56.0 33.3 66.7 
Kin relationships     
Freq. contact w/mom 43.6 56.5 45.1 55.0 
Freq. contact w/dad 42.6 57.4 44.3 55.7 
Discuss prob. w/mom 42.6 57.8 43.8 56.2 
Discuss prob. w/dad 41.6 58.4 41.3 58.8 
Very good rel. w/mom 47.3* 52.7 46.6 53.4 
Very good rel. w/dad 47.7 52.3 42.2 57.2 
Socioeconomic status     
No HS education 51.9* 48.2 50.0 50.0 
HS education 35.8* 64.2 38.6 61.5 
Post HS education 51.7* 48.3 45.8 54.2 
Full time work 49.7* 50.3 43.7 56.4 
Part time work 37.0 63.0 40.5 59.5 
Not working 37.3 62.7 34.2 65.9 
Steady job 42.8 57.2 42.6 57.4 
Temporary job 45.8 54.2 35.5 64.5 
Self employed 57.7 42.3 62.5 37.5 
Student 36.9 63.1 32.1 67.9 
Unemployed 37.0 63.0 35.3 64.7 
Parental leave 45.8 54.2 100.0 0.00 
Current job pays well 42.8 57.2 45.0 55.0 
Current job good career 44.6 55.4  41.5 58.5 
Rel. quality & commit.     
High rel. satisfaction 48.6* 51.4 45.2 54.9 
No children  Time varying Time varying Time varying Time varying 
One child  Time varying Time varying Time varying Time varying 
Two or more children Time varying Time varying Time varying Time varying 
 n=183 n=251 n=115 n=160 
* Differs from not married at the p<0.05 level according to Chi-squared test.  
Source: Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult Panel Study (YAPS).  
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Table 4.2. Results from Cox proportional hazard models: Women's relative risks of 
marriage between 1999 and 2009 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Background characteristics     
Age 23 at baseline 1.55** 1.55** 1.92*** 1.67** 
(Age 27 at baseline)     
Age 31 at baseline 0.49*** 0.51*** 0.50*** 0.54*** 
Parents together 1.04 1.01 1.03 0.93 
Grew up urban area 1.28 1.36 1.18 1.25 
(Grew up in small/medium town)     
Grew up in countryside 0.97 1.03 1.13 1.23 
Wealthy family 1.37* 1.32 1.38* 1.21 
Religious 1.14 1.11 1.22 1.18 
Parent in congregation 1.56** 1.61** 1.36 1.42 
Immigrant parent 0.84 0.88 0.83 0.79 
Child before cohabitation 2.38*** 2.32** 2.86*** 3.21*** 
Kin relationships     
Very frequent contact with mom  1.27  1.19 
Very frequent contact with dad  0.66*  0.79 
Would discuss problem with mom  1.02  1.17 
Would discuss problem with dad  1  0.93 
Good relationship with mom  1.01  1.09 
Good relationship with dad  1.58*  1.47 
Socioeconomic status     
No HS education   1.16 1.08 
Post HS education   1.97*** 1.91*** 
Full time work   2.01*** 2.14*** 
Part time work   1.11 1.19 
Steady job   1.13 1.07 
Temporary job   1.19 1.2 
Self employed   1.82* 1.59 
Student   1.60* 1.71** 
Unemployed   1.13 1.24 
Parental leave   1.46 1.77** 
Current job pays well   1.18 1.18 
Current job good career   0.72 0.78 
Relationship quality & commitment     
Very satisfied with relationships    2.01*** 
No children born in cohab.    1.00* 
(One child born in cohab.)     
Two or more children born in cohab.    1.00 
     
***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1 
Source: Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult Panel Study (YAPS).  
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Table 4.3. Results from Cox proportional hazard models: Men's relative risks of marriage 
between 1999 and 2009 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
Background characteristics     
Age 23 at baseline 0.84 0.91 1.03 1.09 
(Age 27 at baseline)     
Age 31 at baseline 0.48*** 0.48*** 0.46*** 0.49*** 
Parents together 0.83 0.89 0.76 0.82 
Grew up urban area 1.63** 1.75** 1.42 1.51 
(Grew up in small/medium town)     
Grew up in countryside 0.86 0.89 0.85 0.87 
Wealthy family 1.51 1.61* 1.45 1.5 
Religious 1.31 1.4 1.2 1.07 
Parent in congregation 2.32*** 2.32*** 2.42*** 2.32*** 
Immigrant parent 0.82 0.84 1 0.92 
Child before cohabitation 0.91 1.18 1.14 0.91 
Kin relationships     
Very frequent contact with mom  0.92  0.96 
Very frequent contact with dad  1.11  1.04 
Would discuss problem with mom  1.24  1.11 
Would discuss problem with dad  0.95  0.88 
Good relationship with mom  1.62  1.43 
Good relationship with dad  0.6  0.67 
Socioeconomic status     
No HS education   0.93 0.8 
Post HS education   2.05*** 2.08*** 
Full time work   0.82 0.88 
Part time work   0.82 0.8 
Steady job   0.81 0.75 
Temporary job   0.91 1.06 
Self employed   2.08 2.28* 
Student   0.64 0.66 
Unemployed   0.77 0.78 
Parental leave   3.95 6.09** 
Current job pays well   1.12 1.17 
Current job good career   0.79 0.84 
Relationship quality & commitment     
Very satisfied with relationships    1.86** 
No children born in cohab.    1.00 
(One child born in cohab.)     
Two or more children born in cohab.    1.01** 
     
***p<0.01, **p<0.05, *p<0.1 
Source: Family and Working Life in the 21st Century Young Adult Panel Study (YAPS).  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions 

The goal of this dissertation is to understand why Swedes marry in a context in 

which cohabitation enjoys broad social and institutional support and the legal distinctions 

between marriage and cohabitation are minimal. Despite claims in the literature that 

cohabitation and marriage have become indistinguishable in Sweden, some distinctions 

emerge.  

Chapter 2 described the pattern of family life course events in Sweden. By 

international comparison, Sweden is an outlier in some family behavior, with the highest 

rates in the world of cohabitation and childbearing outside of marriage. However, by 

other measures Sweden is less unusual. Initiation of cohabitation of cohabitation occurs 

around the same age in Sweden as it does in the United States. First cohabitations in 

Sweden, however, tend to last longer before dissolving or transitioning to marriage than 

they do in the United States. Even though Sweden ranks first among European countries 

in having the oldest age at first marriage, age at first birth in Sweden is not much of an 

outliner among European countries. This means that two of the primary distinguishing 

features of family life in Sweden, compared to other countries, is the late timing of 

marriage relative to childbearing and the long duration of cohabitations leading up to 

marriage (or not leading to marriage). These are the topics explored in Chapters 3 and 4.  

Chapter 3 investigated how socioeconomic and ideological factors shape the 

timing of marriage relative to childbearing. I considered two competing theoretical 

frameworks. The first proposed that Sweden’s position at the leading edge of the Second 

Demographic Transition is associated with post-materialist values that pave the way for 

an increasing separation between marriage and childbearing. The second proposed that in 

Sweden, as in the United States, a low level of socioeconomic resources presents a 

perceived barrier to marriage, leaving marriage out of reach for many socioeconomically 

disadvantaged couples. The results rejected the first explanation. Ideological beliefs 
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associated with post-materialism, such as those emphasizing personal freedom and 

individual goals were associated with traditional marriage timing (i.e., marriage prior to 

childbearing), rather than with a large temporal separation between marriage and 

childbearing. Swedes who are more egalitarian-minded and work-oriented were more 

likely to choose the more traditional timing of marriage before children. Lower 

socioeconomic status was also associated with a larger gap between children and 

marriage. This means that marriage after the completion of childbearing, or capstone 

marriage, does not represent a new, vanguard family form, but rather a family form 

chosen by less advantaged Swedes who may lack the resources to marry earlier.  

Chapter 4 investigated how two types of resources, kin relationships and 

socioeconomic resources, are associated with the transition to marriage among cohabiting 

Swedes. I considered two competing hypotheses about how kin relationships are 

associated with the transition from cohabitation to marriage. The first proposed that 

strong relationships between parents and adult children generate individual well-being 

and higher quality romantic relationships for the adult children, and strong kin 

relationships should therefore foster marriage. The second hypothesis was based on 

Bengtson’s (2001) argument that as marriage declines, kin connections will become 

increasingly important. The hypothesis based on this argument suggested that kin 

relationships can carry out many of the functions that the nuclear family previously 

performed, and may even be better at meeting the needs of families in post-industrial life. 

This suggests that cohabitors with a strong kin network of support may have less 

incentive to marry than cohabitors without strong kin support. The results showed that 

cohabitors who were very satisfied with the relationship they had with their parents were 

more likely to marry their cohabiting partners. This suggests that even if kin relationships 

will one day overtake marriage as the primary source of support for individuals and 

families, this point has not yet been reached in contemporary Sweden. Next, I examined 

the role that socioeconomic resources played in the transition from cohabitation to 
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marriage. Results showed that higher levels of economic resource increase the likelihood 

of marriage. Gender differences in the association between resources and the transition to 

marriage were also revealed. Women’s kin relationships appear to be more important 

than men’s kin relationships in transforming cohabiting unions into marriages, but gender 

differences in the link between socioeconomic resources and the transition to marriage 

were not found.  

Taken together, these results suggest that although marriage is one of many 

acceptable family forms in Sweden, it stands out in some important ways. The 

distinguishing features of marriage do not appear to be related to plans for economic 

specialization, given that men’s and women’s economic resources were equally related to 

the transition to marriage, nor related to plans to bring children into the world, given that 

this most often happens within cohabitation. Instead, marriage appears to distinguish 

itself from cohabitation through higher socioeconomic status and more positive kin 

relationships. This suggests that marriage is the most prestigious institution for the 

unfolding of family life and Swedes who marry do so because they have the resources to 

achieve the preferred form of living together.  

 

LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  

These findings should be interpreted with caution due to some important 

limitations. The sample selection criteria for the analysis of marriage timing relative to 

childbearing may have introduced bias due to selection into non-marriage. This problem 

plagued the oldest cohort in particular, as individuals in this cohort who were married 

before age 31 were not represented. This cohort had a larger proportion of individuals 

choosing capstone marriage than any other cohort. Therefore, the findings about capstone 

marriage in this study are based on data that over-represent the experiences of Swedes 

who are unmarried at age 31. Similarly, the sample selection criteria for the analysis of 

the transition from marriage to cohabitation may have biased the results for that study due 
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to selection into cohabitation. Again, this issue is likely to be most problematic for the 

older cohort, whose members were most likely to have transitioned their unions to 

marriage before the survey began. This may result in oversampling of individuals in long-

term, marriage-like cohabitations and undersampling of individuals in shorter 

cohabitations that quickly transition to marriage or dissolution. A larger sample that 

follows young Swedes through the entirety of their family-building years would allow for 

a more accurate picture of marriage timing with respect to childbearing and the transition 

from cohabitation to marriage. The inclusion of qualitative data and information about 

partners would also allow for a richer understanding of the dynamics that shape marriage 

decisions in Sweden.  
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