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Abstract
This study analyzes how the socioeconomic positions of cohabiting partners affect 
the transition to marriage by using information on both partners’ characteristics. 
The study uses a register-based data set compiled at Statistics Finland. The study 
population consists of 3,648 women born in 1966–1971 who were in a cohabiting 
union in January 1996, and who continued to cohabit or married their cohabiting 
partner during the period 1996–2003. Transition to marriage was analyzed with Cox 
regression model. Several control variables were included. As in previous studies, a 
favourable socioeconomic position encouraged marriage, as marriage rate increased 
with higher levels of education and income. Partners’ relative positions also had 
importance, since marriage rate was low when the female partner had high and the 
male partner low income, and the male partner’s unemployment discouraged marriage 
especially when the female partner had no unemployment. Marriage rate was low 
when both partners were studying.
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Introduction
During the last few decades, cohabiting unions have become increasingly common in 
the Nordic countries, including Finland. Cohabitation no longer necessarily leads to 
marriage or separation in a relatively short period of time, but can also be a long-term 
alternative to marriage (see Jalovaara 2007, 17). Nonetheless, marriage remains a strong 
institution, and many couples still choose marriage as a form of union. Therefore, it 
has become important to ask what are the factors affecting the cohabiting couple’s 
choice of marrying. Examining these factors can also shed light on the question how 
cohabitation and marriage differ from each other as union types. This study analyzes 
how the socioeconomic characteristics of cohabiting partners affect the transition to 
marriage in Finland. 
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Trends in cohabitation and marriage in Finland
The rise in cohabitation and a fall in marriage rates – typical indicators of the so-called 
second demographic transition – have emerged in Finland since the 1970s. Not only 
has the mean age at first marriage for women risen from 23.7 years in the period 
1971–1980 to 29.3 years in 2001–2005, but also total first marriage rates for cohorts 
have declined (Pitkänen and Jalovaara 2007). On the other hand, the proportion of 
cohabiting couples of all couples living in a union has risen steadily during the same 
period (see Figure 1). In 2005, almost one in four couples was a cohabiting couple.

Figure 1. Proportion of cohabiting couples of all couples living in a union in Finland 
1970–2005.

Source: Pitkänen and Jalovaara 2007, Table 5.4.

Cohabitation has become a common way to start a union. Only a fraction of couples 
nowadays marry before they move in together. The link between having children and 
marrying has also weakened: the proportion of children born outside marriage – a 
great majority of them to cohabiting parents – has risen steeply since the 1970s and 
is now around 40 percent (Ruokolainen and Notkola 2007). Children are not only 
born to but also raised by many cohabiting couples, and an increasing proportion 
of cohabiting unions can be viewed as social substitutes for marriage (see Jalovaara 
2007, 17). However, cohabitation is still common especially among young people. In 
2005, cohabiting was more common than being married among persons aged 25–29 
and younger, and starting from age group 30–34, it was more common to be married 
than in a cohabiting union. (Pitkänen and Jalovaara 2007.)

Theoretical background and results from previous studies
It has often been suggested that a relatively firm economic foundation is required for 
making the transition from cohabitation to marriage. Individuals are expected to display 
potentials for a stable economic future to be considered worthy of a strong commitment. 
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There may be expectations from friends, family, or less identifiable source about proper 
behaviour in marriage, such as a higher material standard of living (e.g. home ownership), 
completion of schooling, and economic independence from parents. The entry into mar-
riage can also involve immediate financial expenses if a large wedding party is wanted 
or expected. (Thornton et al. 1995; Clarkberg 1999; Kravdal 1999; Smock et al. 2005.)

Main finding in previous studies on the effects of individual’s socioeconomic traits on 
marriage is that a high socioeconomic position, especially the male partner’s, does pro-
mote marriage. The male partner’s higher educational level (Bracher and Santow 1998; 
Duvander 1999; Kravdal 1999; Wu and Pollard 2000) as well as higher income (Smock 
and Manning 1997; Sanchez et al. 1998) have consistently been reported to increase the 
probability of marriage. Male partner’s employment has also been found to increase the 
marriage rate (Manning and Smock 1995; Smock and Manning 1997; Kravdal 1999), 
although Bracher and Santow (1998) did not find a connection to marriage. 

The female partner’s educational level has been reported to encourage marriage in the 
Nordic countries (Finnäs 1995; Bracher and Santow 1998; Kravdal 1999), whereas no 
effect has been found in North America (Manning and Smock 1995; Wu and Balakrishnan 
1995; Smock and Manning 1997). A positive association between the female partner’s 
income and marriage has been reported in Norway (Kravdal 1999), but not in the United 
States (Smock and Manning 1997; Sanchez et al. 1998). Marriage rate has consistently 
been found to be low among cohabiting unions where the female partner is studying (Wu 
and Balakrishnan 1995; Bracher and Santow 1998; Kravdal 1999; Müller 2003).

The socioeconomic characteristics of the cohabiting partners can also have joint ef-
fects on the transition to marriage that are based on the presumed differences between 
cohabitation and marriage as union types. On the grounds of various studies, it can 
be argued that marriage is a more traditional union type than cohabitation, in that it 
is associated with more positive attitudes towards the traditional division of labour in 
the household, with the female partner being the homemaker and the male partner the 
breadwinner. For example, in Duvander’s (1999) Swedish study, women who preferred 
a traditional division of labour had a higher propensity to marry their cohabiting partner, 
and in a study from the US (Clarkberg et al. 1995), egalitarian gender role attitudes 
increased the probability of the first union being cohabitation as opposed to marriage. 
Cohabiting couples also tend to share household tasks in a more egalitarian way than 
married couples (Blair and Lichter 1991; Davis et al. 2007). 

If this assumption that the choice of union type is associated with the couple’s attitudes 
towards the traditional division of labour is correct, it can be expected that this appears 
also in the combinations of the partners’ socioeconomic positions: couples choosing 
marriage would be more likely than couples preferring cohabitation to follow the 
conventional pattern of the male partner being in a higher socioeconomic position than 
the female partner. Thus, it can be hypothesized that the male partner’s higher socio-
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economic position would increase the probability of proceeding from cohabitation to 
marriage. A study by Manning and Smock (2002) supports this view and reported that 
if the female cohabiting partner had a higher level of education or higher income than 
the male partner, the female partner’s expectations of marriage were lower. 

Similarity or dissimilarity in general in the cohabiting partners’ characteristics, that 
is, homogamy and heterogamy, can also have effect on the transition to marriage. 
Blackwell and Lichter (2000, 2004) suggest that cohabitation is less selective of the 
partner’s characteristics than marriage, and that it provides a staging ground for evalu-
ating potential marital partners and fostering better matches in marriage. Partners who 
are well matched, that is, more homogamous, would thus be more likely to progress 
from cohabitation to marriage. Blackwell and Lichter (2000) found marital unions to 
be more homogamous than cohabiting unions in e.g. educational level, but the results 
were based on an analysis of the characteristics of couples in different types of unions, 
not on the analysis of the transition from cohabitation to marriage.

There is relatively plenty of research on the topic of how individual’s socioeconomic 
position affects the transition from cohabitation to marriage, but notably less is known 
about the potential interactive effects of the partners’ socioeconomic characteristics. 
There is also scarce information on the factors that affect cohabiting couples’ chances 
of marrying in Finland. The aim of this study is to find out how cohabiting partners’ 
socioeconomic characteristics and their combinations between the partners affect the 
transition from cohabitation to marriage in Finland. The study is based on the author’s 
unpublished master’s thesis in demography (Mäenpää 2007). 

Data
The data used in the study is an 11 percent random sample from the Palapeli research 
register compiled at Statistics Finland. The data set is individual-level and longitudinal, 
and it encompasses all individuals in the population of Finland between years 1970 and 
2000, and a follow-up of data from 2001 to 2003. The research register has been formed 
by linking information from the person register and e.g. censuses and employment sta-
tistics by means of personal identity codes. In addition to marital unions, the Palapeli 
research register also includes cohabiting unions, which have been identified through 
register information on internal migration. Cohabiting couples are defined as a male and 
a female with no more than 20 years of age difference, who are not siblings or a parent 
and a child, and who have been domiciled in the same apartment for over 90 days. Dates 
of the formation and dissolution of unions are presented at the accuracy of a month.

So far no extensive and up-to-date research data on cohabiting unions has been available 
in Finland. What in addition makes the data set unique is that it provides information 
on both partners’ characteristics and hence enables the study of potential interactive 
effects of the partners’ traits.
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The study population consists of women born in 1966–1971 who were in a cohabit-
ing union in January 1996. From these women, those who continued to cohabit or 
married their cohabiting partner during the eight-year follow-up period 1996–2003, 
were selected into the analysis. Women were 24–30-year-olds at the beginning of the 
follow-up; no restrictions were set on the partner’s age besides the research register’s 
limitation of 20 years maximum age difference between cohabiting partners. Age 
group 24–30 was selected because the aim was to study those unions that most likely 
are entered with a view to begin family formation.

Only unions where both partners were born in Finland were selected to the study popula-
tion due to the large amount of missing data among persons born abroad. Unions where 
either partner was married at the beginning of the follow-up were left out of the analysis 
since marrying each other was not possible for these couples before the potential divorce 
coming into force. All cases with missing values on the variables used in the study were 
excluded from the analysis (in the case of time-dependent covariates, all cases with miss-
ing values during the exposure to risk), which reduced the size of the study population 
by three percent. The final size of the study population was 3,648 cohabiting unions.

Cohabiting unions that were selected from the Palapeli research register as described 
above also included 1,765 cohabitations that ended in separation during the follow-up. 
These cases were, however, left out of this analysis in order to compare those cohabit-
ing unions that led to marriage to more permanent cohabiting unions that more likely 
could be viewed as social substitutes to marriage. 

2,107 couples (57.8 percent of the study population) married during the eight-year 
follow-up period and 1,541 couples (42.2%) continued to live in cohabitation. The 
mean age at marriage was 29.3 years for women and 31.5 for men.

Socioeconomic characteristics 
Five indicators of the cohabiting partners’ socioeconomic positions are included in the 
analysis: level of education, changes in the educational levels during the cohabiting 
union, unemployment, occupational activity, and income. In all characteristics, catego-
ries of the variables describe the different combinations of the partners’ characteristics, 
except in the changes in educational levels.

Level of education
Level of education can be seen to represent the partners’ long-term economic prospects. 
Partners’ educational levels are the highest educational qualifications achieved by the 
entry into the cohabiting union. Educational levels were classified into three categories: 
basic, upper secondary and tertiary. Persons with no information on completed degrees 
in Statistics Finland’s Register of Completed Education and Degrees are interpreted to 
have a basic-level qualification, which means at most nine years of education. Upper 
secondary level of education lasts 11 to 12 years, and includes e.g. the matriculation 



68   Cohabiting Partners’ Socioeconomic Characteristics and the Transition to Marriage in Finland

examination. Tertiary level of education includes lowest level tertiary education (2–3 
years after upper secondary education), lower-degree level tertiary education (3–4 years 
after upper secondary education), higher-degree level tertiary education (5–6 years after 
upper secondary education), as well as doctorate or equivalent level tertiary education.

Changes in the educational levels during the cohabiting union
As partners’ levels of education have been measured at the beginning of the union, this 
variable considers the potential changes in educational levels during the cohabiting 
union. According to Tzeng (1992, 610), changes in the partners’ characteristics can 
alter the balance of power in the relationship and create tensions between the partners. 
On the other hand, changes that make the union more homogamous can be beneficial 
to the union (see Tzeng 1992). Changes have usually been thought to affect the dis-
solution of the union, but this study investigates whether changes in educational levels 
can have an effect on the transition to marriage. 

First category of the variable consists of those couples whose educational levels have 
not changed. Second category comprises couples where both partners’ educational level 
has increased, but no change in partners’ relative positions has occurred. The third and 
fourth group consist of couples who have become educationally more homogamous; in 
the third group the educational level of the female partner has increased more, and in 
the fourth that of the male partner. In the last two categories the partners have become 
more heterogamous; in the fifth group through a greater increase in the educational 
level of the female partner, and in the sixth through that of the male partner. Couples 
who have remained heterogamous but the relative positions of the partners have re-
versed, that is, if a partner who had a basic level education at entry into the union has 
completed a tertiary level education whereas the other partner has maintained an upper 
secondary level education, have been placed in the last two categories.

Unemployment
Unemployment describes the cohabiting partners’ cumulated socioeconomic disad-
vantage. Three-year moving averages of the partners’ yearly months of unemployment 
were calculated and classified into three categories: no unemployment, maximum six 
months of unemployment per year and over six months of unemployment per year. 
The variable is used in the regression models as a time-dependent covariate, and the 
explanatory value is the combination of the partners’ average months of unemployment 
during the year of marriage and two years preceding it. 

Occupational activity
Analyzing the partners’ occupational activities can clarify how the partners’ short-term 
economic activity affects the transition to marriage. Information on occupational activity 
is obtained at Statistics Finland by examining multiple register data on the person’s quali-
ties in the last week of the year. Three categories of occupational activity are assorted: 
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employed, student and other. The category ‘other’ is quite heterogeneous, and includes 
e.g. unemployed persons, pensioners, conscripts, and those originally classified as oth-
ers, including persons performing domestic work. The variable is used in the regression 
models as a time-dependent covariate, and the explanatory value is the combination of 
the partners’ occupational activities at the end of the year preceding marriage.

Income
Income is the most direct indicator of the partners’ current economic resources. The 
measure of income used in the study is the partners’ yearly incomes subject to state 
taxation. Income subject to state taxation includes e.g. wage income, entrepreneurial 
income, and certain social security benefits, such as unemployment benefits. Schol-
arships and grants received from public corporations for studies or research, part of 
income earned abroad, part of social security benefits, and tax-exempt interest income 
are not subject to state taxation. The variable is classified in three categories: 0–11,900 
€ per year, 12,000–22,400 € per year and 22,500 € or more per year. The categories 
are called low, medium and high income in the analysis. The variable is used in the 
regression models as a time-dependent covariate, and the explanatory value is the 
combination of the partners’ income groups in the year preceding marriage.

Distributions of the socioeconomic variables in the study population are presented 
in Table 1. In the case of time-dependent covariates, which can change over time, 
distributions near the beginning of the follow-up period are presented.

Control variables
The Palapeli research register provides wide-ranging information on the individuals in the 
sample and their partners. Thereby various aspects of the sociodemographic characteris-
tics and social background of the cohabiting partners that possibly affect the relationship 
between the partners’ socioeconomic characteristics and the transition to marriage were 
controlled for in the analysis. The control variables are presented in Appendix 1. 

Method
The method of analysis is Cox regression model (Cox 1972) with time-dependent 
covariates. The method takes into consideration both the frequency and the timing of 
the event, in this case, marriage. The model can be expressed by

	 h(t) = λ0(t)e
βx(t),

where h(t) is the hazard of marriage at duration t, λ0(t) is an unspecified baseline haz-
ard function, β is the vector of regression parameters associated with the explanatory 
variables included in the model, and x(t) is the vector of the explanatory variables.
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Table 1. Distributions of the socioeconomic variables in the study population and 
the percentage of couples who married during the follow-up period.

a Average months of unemployment during 1994–96 (time-dependent covariate).
b Occupational activity at the end of 1995 (time-dependent covariate).
c Income in 1995 (time-dependent covariate).

Study population % marriedN %
Total 3,648 100 57.8
Level of
education Both tertiary 419 11.5 72.6

Female tertiary, male upper secondary 604 16.6 63.1
Female tertiary, male basic 125 3.4 54.4
Female upper secondary, male tertiary 317 8.7 69.7
Both upper secondary 1,255 34.4 57.2
Female upper secondary, male basic 367 10.1 44.1
Female basic, male tertiary 36 1.0 58.3
Female basic, male upper secondary 348 9.5 47.4
Both basic 177 4.9 37.9

Changes in the
educational 
levels

No changes in levels of education 2,649 72.6 57.2
No change in relative positions 128 3.5 68.0
Towards homogamy, female partner’s educa-
tional level increased more 230 6.3 63.0
Towards homogamy, male partner’s educa-
tional level increased more 164 4.5 62.2
Towards heterogamy, female partner’s educa-
tional level increased more 352 9.6 51.7
Towards heterogamy, male partner’s educa-
tional level increased more 125 3.4 61.6

Unemploymenta Both none 1,127 30.9 60.2
Female none, male max. 6 months 551 15.1 58.1
Female none, male over 6 months 156 4.3 45.5
Female max. 6 months, male none 804 22.0 61.6
Both max. 6 months 505 13.8 60.0
Female max. 6, male over 6 months 186 5.1 47.3
Female over 6 months, male none 158 4.3 51.3
Female over 6, male max. 6 months 87 2.4 47.1
Both over 6 months 74 2.0 39.2

Occupational
activityb Both employed 1,805 49.5 61.0

Female employed, male student 157 4.3 70.1
Female employed, male other 305 8.4 44.6
Female student, male employed 291 8.0 65.6
Both students 82 2.2 78.0
Female student, male other 68 1.9 55.9
Female other, male employed 641 17.6 50.9
Female other, male student 53 1.5 66.0
Both other 246 6.7 43.1

Incomec Both high income 81 2.2 74.1
Female high, male medium income 53 1.5 64.2
Female high, male low income 31 0.8 45.2
Female medium, male high income 434 11.9 63.4
Both medium income 855 23.4 56.6
Female medium, male low income 369 10.1 57.5
Female low, male high income 389 10.7 58.4
Female low, male medium income 821 22.5 55.2
Both low income 615 16.9 56.6
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Table 2. Hazard ratios of the transition to marriage (eβ) by the cohabiting partners’ 
socioeconomic characteristics. Hazards deviating statistically significantly from the 
reference category’s hazard in bold. 

Unadjusted effect Adjusted effecta 
eβ 95 % CI eβ 95 % CI

Level of
education

Both tertiary 1.61 (1.40–1.84) 1.14 (0.98–1.34)
Female tertiary, male upper secondary 1.16 (1.02–1.31) 0.97 (0.83–1.12)
Female tertiary, male basic 0.93 (0.72–1.19) 0.87 (0.67–1.13)
Female upper secondary, male tertiary 1.36 (1.17–1.58) 1.10 (0.91–1.33)
Both upper secondaryb 1.00 1.00
Female upper secondary, male basic 0.69 (0.58–0.81) 0.74 (0.62–0.88)
Female basic, male tertiary 1.06 (0.69–1.64) 0.93 (0.59–1.45)
Female basic, male upper secondary 0.73 (0.62–0.87) 0.95 (0.79–1.14)
Both basic 0.56 (0.44–0.72) 0.83 (0.64–1.08)

Changes in the
educational 
levels

No changes in levels of educationb 1.00 1.00
No change in relative positions 1.27 (1.02–1.58) 1.01 (0.80–1.28)
Towards homogamy, female partner’s 
educational level increased more 1.09 (0.92–1.29) 0.98 (0.79–1.21)
Towards homogamy, male partner’s educa-
tional level increased more 1.10 (0.90–1.34) 0.93 (0.75–1.17)
Towards heterogamy, female partner’s 
educational level increased more 0.83 (0.71–0.97) 0.81 (0.69–0.96)
Towards heterogamy, male partner’s 
educational level increased more 1.06 (0.84–1.33) 1.01 (0.79–1.28)

Unemploymentc Both noneb 1.00 1.00
Female none, male max. 6 months 0.88 (0.77–1.00) 0.98 (0.85–1.14)
Female none, male over 6 months 0.46 (0.33–0.64) 0.62 (0.43–0.91)
Female max. 6 months, male none 0.96 (0.86–1.07) 1.15 (1.02–1.29)
Both max. 6 months 0.92 (0.80–1.07) 1.14 (0.97–1.34)
Female max. 6, male over 6 months 0.64 (0.49–0.83) 0.95 (0.70–1.31)
Female over 6 months, male none 0.65 (0.50–0.85) 0.95 (0.71–1.28)
Female over 6, male max. 6 months 0.45 (0.29–0.70) 0.74 (0.47–1.16)
Both over 6 months 0.37 (0.22–0.64) 0.73 (0.41–1.30)

Occupational
activityc

Both employedb 1.00 1.00
Female employed, male student 1.19 (0.95–1.49) 1.12 (0.87–1.44)
Female employed, male other 0.76 (0.64–0.91) 1.13 (0.91–1.40)
Female student, male employed 0.94 (0.78–1.13) 0.90 (0.73–1.11)
Both students 0.73 (0.45–1.18) 0.58 (0.34–0.96)
Female student, male other 0.74 (0.47–1.17) 0.97 (0.60–1.57)
Female other, male employed 0.73 (0.65–0.83) 0.95 (0.81–1.11)
Female other, male student 0.81 (0.52–1.28) 1.00 (0.62–1.61)
Both other 0.56 (0.44–0.71) 1.02 (0.76–1.39)

Incomec Both high income 1.58 (1.32–1.89) 1.15 (0.95–1.40)
Female high, male medium income 1.27 (0.98–1.65) 1.10 (0.85–1.43)
Female high, male low income 0.89 (0.57–1.38) 0.72 (0.46–1.14)
Female medium, male high income 1.21 (1.06–1.39) 1.08 (0.95–1.24)
Both medium incomeb 1.00 1.00
Female medium, male low income 0.98 (0.82–1.17) 0.94 (0.77–1.15)
Female low, male high income 0.93 (0.80–1.09) 0.97 (0.81–1.15)
Female low, male medium income 0.84 (0.73–0.97) 0.92 (0.79–1.09)
Both low income 0.78 (0.66–0.92) 0.84 (0.68–1.04)

N of cohabiting unions 3,648 3,648
N of contracted marriages 2,107 2,107

a Controlling for all other socioeconomic characteristics and the control variables presented in Appendix 1.
b Reference category.
c Time-dependent covariate.
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The results are presented as hazard ratios (eβ), which indicate the ratio of a group’s 
hazard of marriage to the chosen reference group’s corresponding hazard. The refer-
ence group’s hazard ratio is 1, and for example a hazard ratio of 1.20 means that the 
group’s hazard of marriage is 20 percent higher than the reference group’s hazard. 95 
percent confidence intervals for the hazard ratios are also presented.

Results
Table 2 presents the hazards of marriage by the socioeconomic characteristics of the co-
habiting partners. First column of the table presents results from the models including only 
the variable in question. Second column presents the results of a model including all the 
socioeconomic characteristics as well as the control variables introduced in Appendix 1.

The most explicit effect of the levels of education of the partners is that the higher 
the educational level, the higher the marriage rate. Couples where both partners had 
tertiary-level education at the beginning of the union have the highest rate of marriage. 
Differences between categories are clearly smaller in the adjusted than in the unadjusted 
model, which means that part of the effect of educational level on marriage is explained 
or mediated by other characteristics controlled for in the analysis. In the adjusted model, 
homogamy seems to have a slight effect on the marriage rate in the study population: 
if the male partner has a basic-level education, marriage rate is relatively high when 
the female partner also has a basic-level education. Hence the lowest marriage rate of 
the educational groups is not among couples where both partners have a low level of 
education, but among couples where the male partner has a basic-level education and the 
female partner’s educational level is slightly higher, that is, when the female partner has 
an upper secondary level education. Couples where the female partner has a basic-level 
and the male partner tertiary-level education, also have a relatively low marriage rate.

As for the changes in the partners’ educational levels during the cohabiting union, only 
one effect arises: the marriage rate is lower among those couples where the female 
partner’s educational level has risen more than the male partner’s, and the couple has 
become more heterogamous with respect to education. Otherwise it has no effect on the 
transition to marriage whether the educational levels of the partners have changed or 
not, or whether the change was towards homogamy or heterogamy. In the unadjusted 
model, couples whose educational levels have increased but no change in the relative 
positions of the partners has occurred, have a higher marriage rate, but this association 
is explained by other variables in the analysis.

The most evident effect of the partners’ unemployment on the transition to marriage is 
that the marriage rate is low when the male partner has had over six months of unemploy-
ment on average per year and the female partner has not had any. Also couples where 
both partners have had over six months of unemployment or the female has had over six 
months and the male maximum six months of unemployment have low marriage rates 
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in the study population. In other respects, unemployment has no marriage-depressing 
effects independent of the other characteristics controlled for in the analysis. Couples 
where the female partner has had maximum six months of unemployment and the male 
partner has also had maximum six months or none, have in fact slightly higher marriage 
rates than couples where neither of the partners has had unemployment.

Controlling for all other variables, the only effect of the partners’ occupational activities 
is that the marriage rate is low when both partners are students. Lower marriage rates 
of persons in the category ‘other’ are caused by other variables in the analysis. 

Marriage rate mainly increases with higher levels of the partners’ income. Other variables 
in the analysis explain part of the association, but differences between categories persist 
in the adjusted model. There is only one exception to the association between higher 
income and higher marriage rate: couples where the female partner has high income and 
the male partner low income have a very low marriage rate in the study population. 

Discussion
Higher levels of the partners’ education were found to promote marriage in the study 
population. Since several more direct economic factors were controlled for in the analysis, 
the effect most likely relates to the good long-term material prospects associated with 
high educational attainment, or some noneconomic aspects of education that increase the 
gains of contracting a marital union. There may also be educational differentials in the 
normative climate that affect the probability of formalizing a union. (Kravdal 1999.)

Marriage rate also generally increased with higher levels of the partners’ income. This 
finding supports the view that marriage requires a solid economic foundation. The 
importance of the wedding party and the ability to cover the short-term expenses of 
the wedding and may also be of concern: for example, in a recent Finnish survey, for 
many cohabiters who planned to marry wanting a big wedding party was a reason for 
marrying (Paajanen 2007), and in a Norwegian survey data from the year 1996, the 
costs of a wedding were generally considered an important reason for not formalizing 
a cohabiting union (Kravdal 1999). According to Duvander (1999, 702), the attraction 
of a clearly defined and regulated union can enhance couples with higher economic 
resources to choose to marry. On the other hand, differences between the income 
groups in marriage rates are not vast in the study population.

The only effect of the partners’ occupational activities was that the marriage rate was 
remarkably low when both partners were studying. Previous individual-level stud-
ies have reported a low marriage rate when the female partner is studying (Wu and 
Balakrishnan 1995; Bracher and Santow 1998; Kravdal 1999; Müller 2003), and this 
effect has often been interpreted to stem from the incompatibility of the roles of a stu-
dent and a marital partner (see e.g. Thornton et al. 1995, 763). According to Kravdal 
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(1999, 76), school enrolment can also discourage marriage because of the cohabiters’ 
awareness of availability of alternative partners. Since in this study the effect arises 
only when both partners are studying, it seems to be enough to encourage marriage that 
at least one of the partners has an occupational activity that is other than studying.

On the whole, as concluded in previous studies, the transition from cohabitation to 
marriage seems to require a somewhat solid economic foundation, although the ef-
fects of the socioeconomic characteristics are not substantial. In line with results from 
earlier studies in the Nordic countries (e.g. Bracher and Santow 1998; Duvander 1999; 
Kravdal 1999), the female partner’s socioeconomic qualities also encourage the transi-
tion to marriage; not only the male partner’s, which has been the conclusion in many 
studies from the US (Manning and Smock 1995; Smock and Manning 1997; Sanchez 
et al. 1998; Manning and Smock 2002). It seems that in the Nordic countries, both 
partners are expected to contribute to the economic basis of the marital union, which 
is far from surprising, taking the long tradition and high levels of female labour force 
participation in these countries.

On the other hand, some results in the study support the view that marriage is a more 
traditional union type than cohabitation. The salience of traditional gender roles in 
marriage did not, however, appear in the study in the most obvious way, in that couples 
with conventional combinations of socioeconomic characteristics – that is, where the 
male partner is in a higher socioeconomic position than the female partner – would 
have been more likely to marry. Instead, the effect of traditional gender roles was more 
implicit, as it was the nontraditional combinations of the partners’ characteristics that 
discouraged marriage: cohabiting couples where the female partner had high and the 
male partner low income had the lowest marriage rate of the different income groups, 
and the male partner’s substantial unemployment discouraged marriage especially 
when the female partner had not experienced unemployment. The importance of the 
partners’ relative positions also appears in the fact that marriage rate was low if the 
changes in the educational levels of the partners had strengthened the female partner’s 
position in the union. Thus, despite the largely symmetrical effects of the partners’ 
socioeconomic characteristics on the transition to marriage, traditional gender roles 
still seem to have some salience in Finnish marital unions (see also Jalovaara 2003, 
78). At the same time, it must be noted that whether the found effects actually stem 
from the different attitudes and value orientations that couples preferring different 
forms of union have, cannot, obviously, be tested with register data.

Homogamy in the cohabiting partners’ characteristics analyzed in this study had lit-
tle effect on the transition to marriage. Only in the case of levels of education, and 
specifically among those who had basic-level education, did similarity increase the 
marriage rate. Hence, the hypothesis posed by Blackwell and Lichter (2000, 2004) 
that predicts more homogamous couples to progress from cohabitation to marriage 
receives only limited support from the results. 
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The connections found in the analysis may not, on the other hand, be entirely causal. 
Certain third factors that could not be taken into consideration in this study, such as 
personality traits and social skills, can for example affect both the individual’s socio-
economic position and the probability of marrying, and cause the association between 
higher socioeconomic position and higher marriage rate. Reverse causation, so that for 
example the forthcoming wedding would cause partners to improve their socioeconomic 
position instead of the higher socioeconomic position promoting marriage, probably 
does not have a substantial effect on the results, but at least in the case of income, it 
may be possible that – since a wedding is often planned months, if not years ahead – 
some couples start to acquire more earnings in advance to fund the wedding.

This study focused on the effects of cohabiting partners’ socioeconomic characteristics 
on the transition from cohabitation to marriage in Finland. The effects of various other 
social and demographic factors on the transition to marriage, such as the partners’ 
social background and children, will be examined later in another study. How all 
these factors affect the probability that a cohabiting couple separates, and whether the 
predictors of separation are different for cohabiting and married couples, is a topic of 
my further research as well. 
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Appendix 1. Control variables in the analysis.

Social class of the family during childhood (Employee or self employed / Manual worker / •	
Farmer / Other)
Structure of the family during childhood (Two-parent family / Other)•	
Degree of urbanization of the place of birth (Helsinki region / Other urban / Non-urban)•	
Mother tongue (Finnish / Swedish)•	
Age homogamy (Female over 2 yrs older / Female 0–2 yrs older / Male 0–2 yrs older / Male •	
2–4 yrs older / Male 4–6 yrs older / Male over 6 yrs older)
Marital history (Unmarried / Divorced)•	
Woman’s age at entry into the cohabiting union (–20 / 21–22 / 23–24 / 25–26 / 27–)•	
Duration of the cohabiting union before the follow-up period (Max. 1 year / >1–3 yrs / >3–6 •	
yrs / Over 6 yrs)
Number of children born to the couple before marriage or the end of the follow-up period (No •	
children / 1 child / 2 children / 3 children or more)
Whether the woman has children whose father is not the current cohabiting partner (No / Yes)•	
Pregnancy (a time-dependent covariate) (No / Yes)•	
Children under the age of three (a time-dependent covariate) (No / Yes)•	
Degree of urbanization of the municipality of residence (a time-dependent covariate) (Helsinki •	
region / Other urban / Other densely populated / Rural)




