
A  N e w  P h e n o m e n o n :  C o h a b i t a t i o n  

o u t s i d e  M a r r i a g e

B y  J A R I  L IN D G R E N

T h e P o p u la t io n  R esea rch  In stitu te

P re m a rita l re la tion s  h a v e  a lw a y s  b een  ra th er  co m m o n  in  F in la n d . F in es 
reg isters fr o m  p a rish es a ll o v e r  th e  co u n try  p ro v e  th at sex u a l re la tion s p re v io u s  
to  m a rr ia g e  h a v e  b een  qu ite  co m m o n  d u rin g  p re ce d in g  cen tu ries  ev e n  i f  the 
ch u rch  a lw a y s  op p osed  th is custom . T h e re  are p a rish  record s  a cco rd in g  to  
w h ich  m ost o f  the b r id a l cou p les  d u rin g  certa in  y ea rs  w e re  sen ten ced  to  p a y  a 
f in e  fo r  m isu sin g  the b r id a l c ro w n  i.e. co n ce a lin g  th at th e  b r id e  w a s p regn a n t 
at the tim e  o f  th e  w e d d in g . T h ere  are  a lso  parts in  the co u n try  w h e re  it w as 
ra th er  u n co m m o n  to  o f f ic ia l ly  a n n ou n ce  th e  en ga gem en t. A  y o u n g  co u p le  d id  
n ot an n ou n ce  th e ir  in ten tion  to  m a rry  u n til th e  b r id e  w as p regn an t. It is also 
e v id e n t that in  som e  parts o f  th e  co u n try  the b r id a l co u p le  b e g a n  to  liv e  
tog e th er  a fte r  the ban n s had b een  p u b lish ed  (N iem in en  1951, 70— 82).

S till in  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  1960’s th e  p r o p o rt io n  o f  fir s tb o rn  ch ild re n  b orn  
w ith in  seven  m on th s a fte r  m a rr ia g e  w as a b ou t 35 p er  cent. A  d e c lin in g  ten d en 
c y  b eg a n  d u r in g  th e  last y ears  o f  the 1960’s. In 1977 32 p e r  cen t o f  a ll b r id es  
w e re  p regn a n t w h en  m a rry in g .

A t  th e  sa m e tim e as th e  p ro p o rt io n  o f  m a rria ges  o f  p regn a n t w o m e n  
d e crea sed  th e  n u m b e r  o f  ch ild re n  b o rn  o u t o f  w e d lo c k  has g ro w n . In  th e  1950’s 
th e  p ro p o rt io n  o f  ch ild re n  b o rn  ou t o f  w e d lo c k  w as y e a r ly  b e tw e e n  fo u r  and 
f iv e  p e r  cen t o f  a ll l iv e  b irths. In  the m id  1960’s th is p ro p o rt io n  b e g a n  to  
in crease . F ro m  1966 to  1977 it m o re  th an  d o u b le d  fr o m  5.0 to  11.2 p er  cen t 
(T a b le  1).

In  sp ite  o f  the co n tin u e d  in crea se  o f  ch ild re n  b o rn  ou t o f  w e d lo c k  n u p tia lity  
rem a in ed  h igh  d u rin g  the 1960’s. F ro m  1971 on , h o w e v e r , the m a rria ge  rate 
b e g a n  to  g o  dow n .

P ro p o rt io n o f  ch ild re n b orn  ou t o f  w e d lo ck .

Per cent Per cent

1961 4.3 1970 6.2
1962 4.2 1971 5.5
1963 4.3 1972 6.7
1964 4.6 1973 7.9
1965 4.8 1974 9.0
1966 5.0 1975 10.1
1967 5.3 1976 10.9
1968 5.3 1977 11.2
1969 5.9
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T h e  ch a n g e  in  th e  n u m b e r  o f  m a rria ges  o r  in  th e  cru d e  m a rr ia ge  rate  d oes  
n ot g iv e  a  fa ir  p ic tu re  o f  th e  ch a n g es  in  n u p tia lity  as th e  size o f  the m a rr ia g e 
a b le  age g ro u p s  has a ltered  s ig n ifica n tly . A t  th e  en d  o f  th e  1960’s th e  la rg e  
age g rou p s  b o rn  a fter  the S e co n d  W o r ld  W a r  re a ch e d  th e  age o f  20— 24 y ears 
w h ich  sh ow s th e  h igh est n u p tia lity  in  F in la n d  n ow a d a y s. T h is  age g ro u p  w h ich  
rep resen ted  a v e ry  h igh  m a rria ge  in ten sity  co n tin u e d  to  b e  n u m erou s ev e n  in  
the b e g in n in g  o f  th e  1970’s. H en ce  the d e c lin e  in  th e  n u m b e r  o f  co n tra cte d  
m a rria ges  in  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th is  d eca d e  can  h a rd ly  b e  e x p la in e d  o n ly  b y  
ch a n g es  in  age  stru ctu re .

In o rd e r  to  e lim in a te  the e ffe c ts  o f  ch a n ges in  age s tru ctu re  the actu a l n u m 
b e rs  o f  m a rria ges  o f  w o m e n  in  the 1970’s w e re  co m p a re d  w ith  th e  im p u ted  
n u m b ers  o f  m a rria ges  a cco rd in g  to  th e  n u p tia lity  rates o f  1970 (T ab le  2).

T a b l e  2. A c tu a l n u m b e r  o f  f ir s t  tim e  m a rr ie d  an d  rem a rr ied  w o m e n  and 
th e  im p u ted  n u m b e r  o f  c o rre sp o n d in g  m a rr ia g e s  in  1971— 77 i f  
n u p tia lity  h ad  b e e n  th e  sam e as in  1970.

Actual number Imputed number Decrease
First New Total Total

1970 37 713 3 017 40 730
1971 34 980 2 945 37 925 40 550 6.5
1972 32 515 2 952 35 467 41 470 14.5
1973 31 812 3 071 34 883 41 481 15.9
1974 31 195 3 338 34 533 40 777 15.3
1975 28 492 3 055 31 547 41 240 23.5
1976 28 441 3 563 32 004 41 016 22.0
1977 27 394 3 572 30 966 40 638 24.1

It ap pears th at th e  d if fe r e n c e  b e tw e e n  the actu a l and th e  im p u ted  n u m bers  
o f  m a rria ges  g r e w  e v e ry  y ear . In  1977 the actu a l n u m b e r  o f  fir s t  m a rria ges 
w a s  24 p e r  ce n t  sm a ller  th an  in  th e  case th at n u p tia lity  h ad  b een  th e  sam e as 

in  1970.
T h e  d ecrea se  in  n u p tia lity  in  the 1970’s d oes  n ot im p ly  a u to m a tica lly  that 

the d if fe r e n c e  b e tw e e n  actu a l an d  im p u ted  m a rria ges  are  con sen su a l unions. 
E x te rn a l fa c to rs  su ch  as trad e  cy c le s  an d  ch a n g es  in  m a rr ia g e  p a ttern s co u ld  

e f fe c t  th e  in ten sity  to  m a rry .
T h e  d e cre a se  o f  n u p tia lity  is a co n se q u e n ce  o f  th e  fa c t  th a t th e  la rg e  age 

g ro u p s  p o s tp o n e d  h a v in g  ch ild re n  beca u se  o f  th e  h a rd  co m p e tit io n  in  ed u ca tion , 
w o rk  and h ou s in g  th e y  e x p e r ie n ce d  u n til th ey  fo u n d  th eir  p la ce  in  soc ie ty .

T h e  da ta  p resen ted  a b o v e  on  n u p tia lity  an d  fe r t ility  p r o v e  in d ire ct ly  that 
som eth in g  n e w  has b een  g o in g  on  in  th e  m a rr ia ge  p a ttern  in  th e  1970’s. U n til 
n o w  v e r y  lit t le  has b e e n  k n o w n  a b ou t th e  fr e q u e n c y  o f  con sen su a l u n ion s and 
still less a b ou t m otiv es  and im p lica tion s . A n  idea  o f  at lea st th e  fr e q u e n cy  o f  
con sen su a l u n ion s in  F in la n d  is g iv e n  b y  a stu d y  m a d e  b y  th e  C en tra l S ta tistica l 
O ff ic e  o f  F in la n d  in  1978 (A rom a a , K . e t al., 1979). A c co r d in g  to  th is stu d y
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ab ou t f iv e  p er  cen t o f  the p o p u la tio n  a b o v e  15 y ears o f  age o r  a b ou t e ig h t p er  
cen t o f  a ll p erson s liv in g  in  c o n ju g a l u n ion s —  m a rria ges  and con sen su a l u n ion s 
—  fo r m  a con sen su a l u n ion .

M ost spouses in the con sen su a l u n ion s w e re  rath er y o u n g . O n e th ird  o f  the 
15— 24 age g ro u p  o f  w h ich  23 p e r  cen t liv e d  in  a c o n ju g a l u n ion  w e re  in  c o n 
sen su al u n ion s (T a b le  3). In  the fo llo w in g  age g ro u p  25— 44 y ears con sen su a l 
u n ion s rep resen ted  less than  ten  p er  cent. M ost o f  the in d iv id u a ls  b e lo n g in g  
to  th is age  g ro u p  o r  th ree  fou rth s  liv e d  in  a co n ju g a l u n ion .

T a b l e  3. P ro p o rt io n  o f  con sen su a l u n ion s o f  a ll c o n ju g a l un ion s.

Age group Consensual unions 
•/.

N

15—24 33 272
25—44 8 487
45—64 3 375
65— 2 166

1 300

A b o u t  n in e  tenths o f  a ll in d iv id u a ls  liv in g  in  a con sen su a l u n ion  w e re  
w o rk e rs  o r  lo w e r  c iv i l  servan ts w h ile  o n ly  ab ou t on e  h a lf o f  the w h o le  p o p u la 
tion  b e lo n g s  to  th ese  o ccu p a t io n a l grou p s. C on sen su al u n ion s are  d e fin ite ly  
m ore  co m m o n  am on g  th e  b e s t-e d u ca te d  (T a b le  4). P e o p le  w ith  the m ost e d u ca 
tion  also  m a k e  u p  the y o u n g e s t g rou p . B ecau se  re fo rm s  in  so c ie ty  o c cu r  v ia  
v an gu ard  g rou p s, ty p ic a lly  the m o s t-e d u ca te d  g rou p s, it can  b e  p re d ic te d  that 
the p re v a le n ce  o f  con sen su a l u n ion s  in  th ese  g ro u p s  m eans that th is fo r m  o f  
fa m ily  li fe  w il l  b e co m e  m o re  co m m o n  in  F in n ish  soc ie ty . T h ese  resu lts p e r 
ta in in g  to  ed u ca tion  d i f fe r  c le a r ly  fr o m  th e  situ ation  in  S w ed en , w h e re  it  has 
b een  fo u n d  that con sen su a l u n ion s are  m o re  co m m o n  the less b a s ic  e d u ca tion  
the p erson  has. O ne reason  fo r  th is m a y  b e  that con sen su a l u n ion s are  m o re  
co m m o n  in  S w e d e n  th an  in F in la n d  and h a v e  th e re fo re  a lrea d y  sp read  to  a ll 
s o c ia l c lasses (A rom a a , K . e t al. 1979).

H a v in g  ch ild re n  in  a con sen su a l u n ion  d oes  n ot seem  to  b e  com m on , o n ly  
on e  th ird  o f  the co u p le s  had ch ild ren . A c co r d in g  to  the fa m ily  statistics p u b -

T a b l e  4. E x p e r ie n ce  o f  h a v in g  liv e d  in a con sen su a l u n ion  a cco rd in g  to  
edu ca tion .

Lower level of basic school or less 8 */o
Higher level of basic school 8 •/«
Lower level of secondary school or of

vocational training 16 •/•
Higher level of secondary school or

higher education 26 •/•
N =  1300
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lish ed  b y  the C en tra l S ta tistica l O ff ic e  in  1977 o n ly  1.3. per cen t o f  a ll fa m ilies  
w ith  ch ild re n  w e re  n o n -m a rr ie d  p a ren ts w h o  had a ch ild  tog eth er , to ta llin g  
m e re ly  11 600 (T ila stok esk u s 1979).

E ven  if on e  has v e ry  fe w  statistica l data  on  the s ta b ility  o f  con sen su a l 
u n ion s it seem s that m ost con sen su a l u n ion s en d  in a co n tra cte d  m arriage. 
A c co r d in g  to  u n p u b lish ed  data fr o m  the a b o v e  m en tion ed  stu d y  47 o f  100 
con sen su a l u n ion s had en d ed  in  m a rr ia ge  and 13 in  sep ara tion  (S u om in en  1979, 
11). It is a fte r  a ll easier  to  liv e  in  a m a rr ia ge  a u to m a tica lly  regu la ted  b y  la w  
in  a lm ost a ll co n ce iv a b le  situations.

H o w e v e r , leg is la tion  has g ra d u a lly  tak en  in to  con s id era tion  th e  fa c t that 
p e o p le  l iv e  in  con sen su a l unions. D e fic ie n ce s  h a v e  g ra d u a lly  b e e n  corrected . 
T h u s e.g. a n e w  la w  has been  en a cted  a cco rd in g  to  w h ich  b o th  paren ts are 
resp on sib le  fo r  the m a in ten an ce  o f  the ch ild  b e  it b orn  to  m a rr ied  o r  u n m arried  
paren ts. E v en  th e  so c ia l se cu rity  o f  u n m arried  co u p le s  has b een  am eliora ted . 
H ou sin g  su bsid ies are pa id  to  co u p le s  l iv in g  tog e th er  ou t o f  w e d lo c k  w ith  
at least on e  ch ild  in  th e  ca re  o f  the h ead  o f  th e  h ou seh o ld . F u rth er, u n e m p lo y 
m en t assistance is p a id  to  a b re a d w in n e r  liv in g  in  a con sen su a l u n ion  ju s t  as 
to  a m a rr ied  on e  i f  the co u p le  h a v e  a ch ild  togeth er . C on sen su al u n ion s and
m a rr ied  co u p le s  are  a lso  ta xed  in  an  equ a l w a y  i f  th ey  h a v e  a ch ild .

In  som e  cases con sen su a l u n ion s are still in  a p o o r e r  p o s itio n  than  m a rried  
ones. A  w id o w  does n ot r e ce iv e  an y  p en sion  a fte r  the death  o f  h er sp ouse  
in  a con sen su a l u n ion ; i f  on e  o f  the p a rtn ers  d ies the su rv iv in g  p a rtn er  can n ot 
in h er it  th e  d ecea sed  on e  w ith o u t a w ill  etc . O n the o th er  h an d  th ere  are 
situ ation s w h e n  liv in g  in  a con sen su a l u n ion  is e co n o m ica lly  m o re  p ro fita b le  
than  b e in g  m a rried . I f  e.g. a w id o w  con tra cts  m a rr ia g e  h er r igh t to  a w id o w ’s 
p en s ion  ex p ires . T h is  is, h o w e v e r , n ot the case w h en  she en ters in to  a c o n 
sen su al u n ion , as a con sen su a l u n ion  is n o t con s id e re d  a leg a l one.

A c co r d in g  to  a sm all stu d y  fr o m  th e  c ity  o f  T a m p ere  a m on g  th e  reason s 
fo r  fo rm in g  a con sen su a l u n ion  th e  m ost c o m m o n  on e  w as th e  w ish  to. k n o w  
each  o th er  better . H en ce  the u n ion  co u ld  b e  con s id e re d  h a v in g  th e  sa m e g o a l 
as e n ga gem en t w h ich  a cco rd in g  to  the m otiv a tion s  o f  the e x ist in g  m a rria ge  
la w  w a s to  g iv e  th e  p erson s w h o  aim  to  m a rry  an o p p o rtu n ity  to  g e t acqu a in ted  
w ith  ea ch  o th er  (K om itea n m ietin tö  1972). A n o th e r  im p orta n t reason  fo r  fo rm in g  
a u n ion  w as lon e lin ess . In  F in la n d  w h e re  in tern a l m ig ra tion  d u rin g  the past 
d eca d es  has b een  v e r y  in ten se  th is reason  seem s to  b e  rath er p la u s ib le  (S ih v o  
1976). Y o u n g  p e o p le  w e re  fo r ce d  to  m o v e  to  p la ces  fa r  a w a y  fro m  th e ir  h om es 
to  stu d y  an d  w ork .

T h e  reason s fo r  ch a n g in g  the con sen su a l u n ion  in to  m a rr ia g e  in  the T a m 
p e re  stu d y  w as m o stly  the fe e lin g  o f  se cu rity  in g e n e ra l bu t e sp e c ia lly  rega rd  
fo r  ch ild ren .

T h e  cu stom  o f  l iv in g  in a con sen su a l u n ion  ca m e la ter  to  F in la n d  than 
to  th e  o th er  S ca n d in a v ia n  cou n tries . T h e  m ost im p orta n t reason  co u ld  h a v e  
been  th e  stron g  s tru ctu ra l ch a n g e  that F in la n d  e x p e r ie n ce d  a fte r  the S econ d  
W o r ld  W a r and w h ich  e x te n d e d  to  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  the 1970’s. T h is  p er iod
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w as ch a ra cter ized  b y  ex te n s iv e  in du str ia l ch a n g es  w ith  p ro fo u n d  d em og ra p h ic  
e ffe cts . F rom  1950 to 1975 the p ro p o rt io n  w o rk in g  in ag r icu ltu re  in  th e  e co n o m i
c a lly  a c t iv e  p o p u la tio n  w a s re d u ced  fro m  46 p e r  cen t to  15 p e r  ce n t  and 
resu lted  in  in te n s iv e  m igra tion  to  u rban  cen ters . O ften  th e  n e w co m e rs  had 
d iff icu lt ie s  in  a d ju stin g  to  the n e w  p la ces  o f  a rr iva l. T h is  p rocess  o f  trans
fo rm a tio n  m ig h t h a v e  b een  on e  im p orta n t reason  w h y  the n e w  ideas o f  sex u a l 
l i fe  and coh a b ita tion  d issem in a ted  m o re  s lo w ly  in  F in la n d  th an  in  th e  o th er  
N o rd ic  cou n tries .

L iv in g  in  con sen su a l u n ion s has b e co m e  m o re  and m o re  com m on . H o w ev er , 
th ey  still fo rm  ra th er  a sm a ll fra c tio n  o f  a ll u n ions, m u ch  sm aller  th an  in  
the n e ig h b o r in g  co u n try  o f  S w ed en . E ven  i f  on e  d oes n ot h ave  an y  statistica l 
fa c ts  a b ou t th e  s ta b ility  o f  the con sen su a l u n ion s it is ev id en t that in  m ost 
cases con sen su a l u n ion s end in m a rria ge , at least am on g  y o u n g  p e o p le  n ot 
p re v io u s ly  m a rried . In  th is case the con sen su a l u n ion  m igh t firs t  o f  a ll be  
con s id e re d  a fo rm  o f  en ga gem en t u n a ccep ted  b y  ea r lie r  gen era tion s  bu t 
su itab le  fo r  the m o d e rn  lib e ra l idea  o f  sex u a l life . A n o th e r  c a te g o ry  o f 
in d iv id u a ls  fr e q u e n t ly  liv in g  in con sen su a l u n ion s are d iv o rce d  p erson s w h o  
m igh t o fte n  in sist on  coh a b ita tion  w ith o u t m a rria ge , p a rt ly  perhaps, becau se  
a co n tra cte d  m a rr ia g e  w ill w ea k en  th e ir  e co n o m ica l situ ation , e.g. pen sion s 
w ill b e  re d u ced  etc. In  the ru ra l areas a ty p e  o f  con sen su a l u n ion  k n ow n  from  
o ld e n  tim es has b een  a co u p le  fr o m  tw o  d if fe r e n t  soc ia l classes, m ost co m 
m o n ly  the o w n e r  o f  a fa rm  and the fa r m ’s h ired  g irl, w h o  liv e  to g e th e r  in a 
m a rr ia g e -lik e  situ ation  w ith ou t le g a lly  m a rry in g . H o w ev er , th is c a te g o ry  form s 
o n ly  a sm all fra c t io n  o f  a ll con sen su a l unions.

F o r  the p resen t th ere  is n o  u n ifo rm  d e fin it io n  o f  a con sen su a l union . T h e 
id ea  o f  w h a t co u ld  b e  co n s id e re d  as a con sen su a l u n ion  is p re ca rio u s  and the 
reg u la tion s  v a r y  fr o m  on e  f ie ld  o f  soc ia l p o licy  to  an oth er. L iv in g  in  a c o n 
sen su al u n ion  is m a in ly  to  b e  co n s id e re d  a fo rm  o f  en ga gem en t w h ich  ends 
in  m a rria ge . In  the lon g  run  the d iffe re n ce s  b e tw e e n  liv in g  in a m a rria ge  
and a con sen su a l u n ion  w ill b e  sm ooth ed  o u t b y  in co rp o ra t in g  the consen su a l 
u n ion  in  leg isla tion . A s  th is fo rm  o f  co h a b it io n  is g ra d u a lly  pu t on  eq u a l fo o tin g  
w ith  co m m o n  la w  m a rr ia ge  it seem s e v id e n t that liv in g  in  con sen su a l unions 
d oes  n o t ca u se  an y  m a jo r  d is tu rb an ces  e ith er  fo r  the in d iv id u a ls  co n ce rn e d  o r  
f o r  soc ie ty .
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