
Vol.:(0123456789)

European Journal of Population           (2024) 40:31 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10680-024-09712-8

ORIGINAL RESEARCH

First Union Formation in Italy: The Role of Micro‑ 
and Macro‑Level Economic Conditions

Silvia Meggiolaro1 · Fausta Ongaro1 · Elena Pirani2 

Received: 30 January 2023 / Accepted: 15 July 2024 
© The Author(s) 2024

Abstract
In this paper, we use data from the ‘Families and Social Subjects’ survey conducted 
by the Italian National Institute of Statistics in 2016 to study the impact of micro- 
and macro-level economic conditions on first co-residential union formation. We 
aim to determine if and to what extent the probability of forming the first union is 
explained by individual labour market positions (e.g. having non-standard employ-
ment or not having work), and additionally explore if adverse macroeconomic condi-
tions also play a role. We differentiate by union type—marriage and cohabitation—
known to be characterised by different levels of union commitment. We also address 
potential gender differences by conducting separate analyses on men and women. 
Our results suggest that while micro- and macro-level economic factors matter in 
the union formation process, their effect varies by gender and union type. Individ-
ual economic vulnerability has a greater impact on marriage than on cohabitation 
for both men and women. Instead, contextual economic uncertainty plays a relevant 
role, especially in the transition to cohabitation, regardless of gender, and, to a lesser 
extent, in the transition to marriage, but only for women.

Keywords  Marriage · Cohabitation · Economic uncertainty · Italy

1  Introduction

Forming a first co-residential union is a crucial step in the transition to adulthood 
for young people worldwide, and a large body of theoretical and empirical work 
explores this topic. Numerous studies address the role of economic conditions in this 
process, where having work and (good) economic prospects are considered a prereq-
uisite for starting an independent family (see, for example, Bukodi, 2012; Jalovaara, 

 *	 Elena Pirani 
	 elena.pirani@unifi.it

1	 Dipartimento di Scienze Statistiche, University of Padua, Padua, Italy
2	 Dipartimento di Statistica, Informatica, Applicazioni – DiSIA, University of Florence, Florence, 

Italy

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10680-024-09712-8&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4306-2899


	 S. Meggiolaro et al.   31   Page 2 of 34

2012; Schneider et al., 2019; Vignoli et al., 2016). This aspect is even more relevant 
today, in a world marked by labour market complexity (such as the rise in precari-
ousness and unemployment, alongside a decline in secure job positions), economic 
stagnation (if not recession) and financial turbulence.

However, the association between an individual’s poor economic circumstances 
and the postponement of co-residential union formation varies by country and gen-
der. In male-breadwinner societies, the male partner’s economic situation tends to 
be more influential (Raz-Yurovich, 2010). In contrast, in dual-breadwinner settings, 
women’s economic vulnerability is also relevant (Kreyenfeld et al., 2012). The role 
of economic conditions in the union formation process may also differ depending on 
the type of co-residential union. Cohabitation has been observed to exhibit less sen-
sitivity to economic vulnerability than marriage and, as it represents less long-term 
commitment, is more favoured in the case of poor economic prospects (Kalmijn, 
2011; Vignoli et al., 2016).

While individuals’ economic conditions are undoubtedly a fundamental factor in 
facilitating or obstructing the union formation process, the macro-level context in 
which they are embedded may also play a role. According to the principle of time 
and place in the framework of life course studies (Elder, 1994), the same historical 
event may differ in substance and meaning across geographical areas. Accordingly, 
studying individuals’ outcomes and behaviours must account for contextual influ-
ences that operate along temporal and spatial dimensions. For example, Kohler and 
colleagues (2002) argue that macro-level economic instability leads to micro-level 
uncertainty, which delays union formation (and childbearing) in favour of prolonged 
residence in the parental home. This additional time can be used to achieve higher 
education levels while awaiting greater job stability (see, e.g. Aassve et al., 2007; 
Kreyenfeld et al., 2012). Young people are particularly vulnerable during economic 
turbulence, which triggers a state of global uncertainty and undermines long-term 
planning (see, e.g. Vignoli et  al., 2016, 2020). The relatively few empirical stud-
ies assessing the impact of individual and aggregate-level economic aspects on the 
union formation process confirm these effects (De Lange et al., 2014), especially for 
men (Vergauwen et al., 2016). However, the potentially varying effect of macroeco-
nomic uncertainty on marriage and cohabitation has received little attention.

With this study, we fill an existing gap in the literature by examining whether 
and to what extent the probability of forming a first co-residential union is solely 
explained by individual economic vulnerability (e.g. having non-standard employ-
ment or not having a job) or if adverse macroeconomic conditions, which may 
increase individuals’ perception of uncertainty, exert an autonomous effect.

We focus on Italy, an intriguing case study, for several reasons. Demographically, 
a “revolution” has reshaped the family in recent years. With a several-decade delay 
compared to continental and Northern European countries, family life courses have 
begun to relax their rigidity. Alternative strategies—delayed marriage, cohabitation, 
union dissolution, and out-of-wedlock childbearing—have become increasingly 
popular and widespread (Pirani & Vignoli, 2016; Pirani et  al., 2021). Meanwhile, 
from a socioeconomic perspective, the role of women has notably shifted, reflected 
in higher educational attainment and greater labour market participation. However, 
societal arrangements and welfare provisions, such as gender role equality or flexible 
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working conditions favouring work-life balance, have not advanced at the same pace. 
In Italy, a marked process of work precarisation has furthermore occurred. Together 
with the recent economic downturns, this has strongly deteriorated labour market 
positions, especially for young adults (Lin et al., 2013; OECD, 2012; Pirani & Sal-
vini, 2015).

In this rapidly changing context, evidence of the relationship between union for-
mation and economic conditions is scarce, and relevant contributions are based on 
information that is now outdated (Bernardi et  al., 2005; Kalmijin, 2011; Vignoli 
et  al., 2016). Here, we employ the most recent available data—the ‘Families and 
Social Subjects’ survey conducted by the Italian National Institute of Statistics 
(ISTAT) in 2016—and consider men and women aged 25–44 years at the time of 
the interview, following them retrospectively from 1995 to 2015, namely from the 
age of 16 until union formation or survey date. Given that men and women differ in 
patterns of entry into co-residential unions (Bolano & Vignoli, 2021; Vignoli et al., 
2016; Wiik, 2009), we conduct our empirical analyses separately by gender. Simi-
larly, in the light of persistent differences between marriage and cohabitation in the 
Italian context (see, e.g. Pirani & Vignoli, 2016), we also account for union type.

The paper is organised as follows. Section 2 provides a background description 
and presents our hypotheses in the Italian context. Section 3 describes the data and 
analytical strategy, followed by a discussion of our results in Sect. 4. In the final sec-
tion, we offer concluding reflections on our findings.

2 � Background

2.1 � Micro‑Level Economic Vulnerability and Union Formation

Though the decision to start a co-residential union is primarily emotional (Oppen-
heimer, 1988), it also involves investments of time, money and psychological 
resources. A source of income is a prerequisite for starting a co-residential union 
(Kalmijn, 2011) and having a job is the most common means to this end. Finan-
cial security should, however, be considered prospectively; the mere existence of 
an income may not be sufficient. A critical factor could be a sense of security about 
future economic prospects, making non-standard jobs or temporary employment 
inadequate preconditions for starting a co-residential union. In the presence of finan-
cial instability, postponing a co-residential union could be a strategy to avoid risk, as 
postulated by the uncertainty hypothesis (Oppenheimer, 1988). With these consid-
erations in mind, scholars (e.g. Kalmijn, 2011; Schneider et al., 2019; Vignoli et al., 
2016) have highlighted the importance of accounting for aspects other than being 
employed or not in defining individuals’ economic vulnerability.

In contrast, according to the uncertainty reduction theory (Friedman et al., 1994), 
entering a union may represent a strategy to reduce biographical uncertainty and 
respond to negative employment prospects, particularly for women. Especially in 
societies where men are primarily responsible for family income—male-breadwin-
ner societies—men’s economic situation might be more important than women’s for 
union formation (Raz-Yurovich, 2010). In this view, unemployed men or those in 



	 S. Meggiolaro et al.   31   Page 4 of 34

unstable employment are considered less attractive as partners, which may reduce 
their likelihood of forming a co-residential union. In contrast, women with poor 
employment prospects may choose to form a union as a strategy to reduce uncer-
tainty. Conversely, women who are no longer dependent on men’s economic con-
ditions may be less likely to form a union, and, at the same time, those with more 
prosperous economic prospects may be less attractive for co-residential union for-
mation (Becker’s (1991) women’s economic independence hypothesis).

These frameworks are especially applicable in societies with a high degree 
of specialisation in gender roles (Bernardi et  al., 2005; Ongaro, 2001). The argu-
ment is that the importance of a woman’s economic condition for union formation 
depends on the degree of gender equality in society (Thomson & Bernhardt, 2010). 
In contexts shifting from a male-breadwinner to a dual-breadwinner model, a stable 
employment situation for both the man and the woman becomes a prerequisite for 
family formation (Kreyenfeld et al., 2012). Likewise, the economic vulnerability of 
women, besides that of men, represents an essential factor in postponing co-resi-
dential unions. Empirical studies using USA, French and Korean data show that the 
differences between the roles of male and female economic situations have attenu-
ated in recent cohorts (Kim, 2017; Schneider & Reich, 2014; Schneider et al., 2019; 
Vergauwen et al., 2016).

Moreover, it has been documented that the type of co-residential union matters, 
with the impact of economic uncertainty arguably differing between marital and 
non-marital cohabitation. Indeed, given different normative expectations regarding 
these two ways of forming a union, employment status, employment characteris-
tics and individuals’ more general economic circumstances may be less critical for 
unmarried cohabitation than for marriage (Bukodi, 2012; Kalmijin, 2011; Jalovaara, 
2012; Xie et al., 2003). Various scholars suggest that cohabitation is more compat-
ible with individual economic vulnerability (Mills & Blossfeld, 2013; Oppenheimer, 
2003; Perelli-Harris et al., 2010; Schneider et al., 2019; Sassler & Lichter, 2020) due 
to its temporary and reversible nature, compared to the stronger normative expecta-
tions of marriage as a long-term commitment. The underlying idea is that until indi-
viduals reach a certain level of job stability, secure enough to support a future family 
economically, they may prefer to postpone marriage and opt for a less formal union, 
such as cohabitation. Various studies have, in fact, documented that individuals in 
more uncertain economic positions are more likely to enter cohabitation (Bukodi, 
2012; Guetto et al., 2020; Vignoli et al., 2016).

2.2 � Macro‑Level Economic Conditions and Union Formation

Macro-level economic conditions can influence union formation in two ways. First, 
a stagnant and poor economic and financial context implies unfavourable employ-
ment prospects, like scarce job offers, high unemployment and poor and temporary 
working conditions. Globalisation has, for instance, led to an increase of (young) 
people entering the labour market with temporary or casual contracts (Blossfeld & 
Mills, 2005; Mills & Blossfeld, 2003). Similarly, the recent economic recession has 
raised the individual likelihood of unemployment, job instability, and insecurity. 
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From this perspective, the relationship between macroeconomic adversity and union 
formation—and, more generally, individuals’ life courses—could be (at least par-
tially) explained by individuals’ employment situations as a compositional effect.

Second, the economic context may directly affect decisions by strengthening or 
weakening individual-level economic insecurity and thus reducing or enhancing the 
likelihood of starting an independent life with a partner. That is, under prosperous 
macroeconomic conditions, even unemployed or temporarily employed individuals 
might be optimistic about their labour market (and economic) circumstances in the 
near future, despite their current economic vulnerability. Similarly, during an eco-
nomic downturn, even individuals with permanent employment might feel pessimis-
tic about future labour market prospects (e.g., fears of job loss, reduced chances of 
promotion, and wages less likely to be adjusted to inflation) and delay union forma-
tion decisions. Understanding how the macroeconomic context acts as an autono-
mous contextual effect may help shed light on the link between economic conditions 
and the union formation process.

Although a substantial body of research reveals the importance of aggregate-
level economic aspects for individual family behaviours (relative to fertility pat-
terns see, for instance, Aassve et  al., 2006; Neels et  al., 2013), less attention has 
been paid to whether both micro- and macro-level factors impact union formation. 
To our knowledge, this question has only been addressed by two country-specific 
studies. De Lange et  al. (2014) empirically demonstrate that, in the Netherlands, 
an unfavourable macroeconomic situation delays the first co-residential union, and 
the negative effect of macroeconomic adversity persists when controlling for indi-
vidual economic conditions. Thus, an adverse economic context increases a sense 
of uncertainty regarding future employment and economic prospects (Vignoli et al., 
2020), resulting in the postponement of union formation, even for those with more 
favourable (namely stable) employment positions. Vergauwen et al. (2016) observe a 
similar dynamic for France, also documenting differences in the effect of the macro-
level economic situation according to gender. Specifically, they suggest that women 
might be less affected by the economic context due to both their reduced labour mar-
ket prospects compared to men and the fact that they are more frequently employed 
in the service and public sectors, less sensitive to changes in economic conditions. 
No study has explicitly considered—net of micro effects—the potentially different 
impact of macroeconomic uncertainty on marriage versus cohabitation.

2.3 � The Italian Context

Italy has experienced profound economic, demographic and cultural changes in 
recent decades, making it an interesting context to explore whether and how both 
macro- and micro-economic conditions impact the union formation process.

In recent decades, unprecedented levels of uncertainty have been seen in labour mar-
kets across the Western world, and Italy is no exception. Labour market flexibilisation 
began in the 1990s and, due to several subsequent reforms, continued for a number of 
years (see Fana et al., 2015 for a detailed description). An explosion of flexible and 
temporary contract forms resulted, characterised by lower wages and limited social 
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protection (Tompson, 2009). This shift occurred remarkably quickly—one of the fast-
est in Europe (OECD, 2016)—and significantly affected Italian workers (Barbieri & 
Scherer, 2009; Fana et al., 2015). While temporary work opportunities may have partly 
contributed to a slight decrease in the youth unemployment rate at the beginning of 
the 2000s, generally, these changes negatively impacted workers’ employment biogra-
phies, decreasing the possibility of obtaining stable long-term employment and reduc-
ing career prospects (Barbieri & Scherer, 2009). The economic crises of the new cen-
tury exacerbated this situation. Italy was among the countries hardest hit by the recent 
economic downturn beginning in 2007, the so-called Great Recession, partly due to 
the country’s labour market and institutional characteristics. Employment rates dropped 
and workers experienced substantial job losses, especially those with temporary con-
tracts (Lin et al., 2013; OECD, 2012). The consequences were particularly severe for 
youth, the low and middle socioeconomic classes, and migrants (Brandolini  et al., 
2018).

Italy further presents an intriguing setting, given its particular demographic and cul-
tural characteristics. Long a conservative society in terms of family dynamics, the coun-
try has recently begun transitioning to less traditional family and gender behaviours. 
Though Italians have typically viewed marriage as a fundamental step in the transition 
to adulthood (Billari & Rosina, 2004; Ongaro, 2001), in the 1990s the centrality of 
marriage in family life began to waver (Pirani & Vignoli, 2022; Pirani et al., 2021), and 
non-marital cohabitations have gradually gained acceptance as a socially viable form of 
union and possible alternative to marriage. Among those who left their family of origin 
to form a union before the age of 30, less than 2% of those born in 1950–55 chose a 
non-marital cohabitation. This figure rose to around 20% for those born in 1970–74 
and further increased for subsequent cohorts (ISTAT, 2014). Although an apparent ter-
ritorial heterogeneity persists across Italian regions (e.g. Aassve et al., 2024), there has 
been a notable shift towards complete acceptance of cohabitation in the new millen-
nium. Italy is also interesting from a gender perspective. Despite an ongoing social and 
cultural change towards greater gender equality—for instance, in education (ISTAT, 
2021; World Economic Forum, 2022)—the country is still characterised by marked 
inequalities in both the labour market and family life (e.g., Altintas & Sullivan, 2016; 
Dotti Sani, 2018). Women’s labour market participation is relatively low compared to 
other European countries, and more women than men are employed in jobs charac-
terised by higher precariousness and poorer conditions (Pirani & Salvini, 2015). This 
scenario could suggest that the male-breadwinner model may not completely disappear 
in Italian society (Anxo et al., 2011; Menniti et al., 2015). This changing demographic 
and societal Italian context makes understanding the impact of both microeconomic 
vulnerability and macroeconomic uncertainty on union formation paramount.

2.4 � Research Hypotheses

In the light of the theoretical framework and particularities of the Italian context, we 
formulate two sets of hypotheses for the relationship between union formation and 
micro- and macro-level economic conditions.
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HP 1. In line with the uncertainty hypothesis, individual economic vulnerability 
due to unfavourable labour market positions is posited to reduce the likelihood of 
first union formation. Nevertheless, differentiated effects by union type and gender 
are expected.

HP 1a. We foresee that individual economic vulnerability reduces the likelihood 
of marrying to a greater extent than that of cohabiting, based on the different com-
mitment and normative value of marriage versus non-marital cohabitation (see, for 
instance, Oppenheimer, 2003), especially in a country of late cohabitation diffusion 
like Italy. We thus deem that cohabiting unions are more compatible with insecure 
employment statuses than marriage, at least in the first phase of family formation.

HP 1b. The role of individual economic vulnerability is posited to be stronger 
for men than for women, especially in the case of transition to marriage. Due to the 
traditional gender norms that still characterise Italian society along with the related 
potential endurance of the male-breadwinner model, we expect that women in eco-
nomically vulnerable circumstances are less prone to delay a union than men. From 
this perspective, according to the uncertainty reduction theory (Friedman et  al., 
1994), women may reduce their biographical uncertainty by investing in a family 
career instead of a working one. This strategy, however, may be hypothesised to 
be particularly effective for marriage rather than for cohabitation, given the greater 
legal protections afforded to married women.

HP 2. Net of individual labour market position, economic uncertainty at contex-
tual level is suggested to reduce the likelihood of first union directly. Differences by 
union type and gender are again hypothesised in this case.

HP 2a. Given the different meanings of marriage versus non-marital cohabitation, 
we assume that concerns about an unstable macroeconomic environment are more 
likely to influence young adults to initiate a less reversible and long-term commit-
ment union, such as marriage, rather than cohabitation.

HP 2b: Due to the possible residual persistence of the male-breadwinner model in 
Italian society, we expect that women are less susceptible than men to the potential 
future consequences of adverse macro-level economic conditions on their occupa-
tional status.

3 � Empirical Investigation

3.1 � Data and Methods

We rely on retrospective data from the ‘Families and Social Subjects’ survey con-
ducted in Italy by the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTAT) in 2016 on a 
representative sample of 24,753 people aged 18 years and over. This survey rep-
resents the most complete, up-to-date and reliable source for Italy, encompassing 
a broad range of demographic, social and economic characteristics of individuals 
and their families, including detailed information on individuals’ partnership and 
employment histories (e.g. type of contract of each job).
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Our analytical sample comprises men and women aged 25–44 years at the time 
of the survey, thus born between 1972 and 1991. These individuals are followed 
retrospectively from the age of 16 years until the first union formation or the sur-
vey date, whichever comes first. Among the 7,122 individuals in our analytical sam-
ple—3,503 men and 3,619 women—two-thirds had started their first co-residential 
union before the interview (60% of men and 72% of women). Direct marriage was 
slightly more prevalent among women (58% of first unions were a direct marriage) 
than among men (50% of first unions were a direct marriage).

Following the standard approach in the literature, we study the correlates of 
entry into marriage or cohabitation through the discrete-time event history model 
in a competing risks approach, which in practice entails the estimation of a multi-
nomial logistic regression model (e.g. Berrington et al., 2000; Graaf and Kalmijin, 
2003; Vignoli et al., 2016). We are aware that the presence of unmeasured factors 
that simultaneously influence the entry into marriage or cohabitation may lead to 
the violation of the independence of irrelevant alternatives (e.g., Hill et  al., 1993; 
Kalmjin, 2011), thus entailing biased estimates. Nevertheless, the preliminary esti-
mation of a multilevel discrete-time event history model with correlated random 
effects to allow for shared unobserved risk factors (Haan & Uhlendorff, 2006; Steele 
et al., 2005) proved the non-significance of the correlation between the error terms 
in our case (results not shown here but available upon request). Therefore, we ulti-
mately opted for the standard multinomial logistic approach to follow a less compu-
tationally intensive approach and ensure comparability with previous findings (e.g. 
Vignoli et al., 2016). We thus created a person-years dataset, tracking respondents 
annually from the age of 16 (the start of the process)1 until the event of interest 
(marriage or cohabitation) occurred. Respondents who had not entered their first 
union before the interview were censored at the time of the survey. We also esti-
mated separate models for men and women.

3.2 � Correlates of Union Formation

3.2.1 � Approximating Micro‑ and Macroeconomic Conditions

Our focus is on economic conditions, both at the micro- and macro-levels. At the 
individual level, due to data availability constraints, we proxy economic vulnerabil-
ity using the respondent’s employment status, namely permanently employed (the 
lowest degree of personal economic vulnerability); self-employed (a heterogeneous 
category, possibly entailing various levels of uncertainty2); temporarily employed 

1  We excluded the 10 cases reporting the first co-residential union before 16 as either unrealistic or outli-
ers.
2  According to Italian labour market characteristics, this category includes entrepreneurs and profession-
als, who tend to have favourable characteristics in the labour market similar to permanent workers, but 
also independent workers and freelancers (self-employed working on their own account), who may suffer 
job precariousness.
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(including fixed-term contracts and so-called casual workers3); and not employed4 
(the highest degree  of personal economic vulnerability). Employment histories, 
including information on the type of contract for each job, are recorded retrospec-
tively on a monthly basis, allowing us to consider this categorical variable as a time-
varying covariate.

For macro-level economic uncertainty, among the possible measures suggested in 
the previous literature (e.g., De Lange et al., 2014; Lappegård et al., 2018; Sobotka 
et  al., 2011), two indicators are used in the current paper. First, we opted for the 
annual time series of the unemployment rate (ages 15–24) drawn from ISTAT. 
Unemployment rates have frequently been used as indicators of the economic con-
text in the literature on union and family formation (e.g. Sobotka et al., 2011), repre-
senting a measure that could directly affect individuals’ lives due to its potential link 
to lack of employment (or insecure prospects) at the individual level. When consid-
ering the most appropriate territorial level, the national level should be discarded as 
too general, especially in a heterogeneous country like Italy, where territorial mobil-
ity is limited. We thus decided to exploit the most disaggregated level allowed by 
the data—the regional level or NUTS level 2 area. We also tested other measures 
that broadly reflect the state of the labour market—e.g. activity rate, occupation rate 
and unemployment rate for different age ranges—none of which substantially varied 
the results. Second, we introduced the current annual consumer confidence index 
(CCCI), which was again provided by ISTAT. This indicator, which has been shown 
to capture the effect of the economic context on family behaviours more effectively 
than other measures, such as GDP or inflation rate (Sobotka et al., 2011; Vergau-
wen et al., 2016), is designed5 to assess the optimism/pessimism of consumers, thus 
providing a complete picture of the climate of the country beyond economic and 
labour market conditions. CCCI is intended as a general indicator of economic con-
ditions, a sort of subjective perception (at the collective level) of present and future 
economic prospects. The preliminary analysis found no territorial variations for the 
Italian macro-areas (NUTS level 1). Therefore, we opted to include this index at the 
national level, with a primary focus on temporal variations.

For the sake of comparability and ease of interpretation, in our model specifi-
cation, we introduced the two measures of macro-level economic uncertainty in a 

3  The temporal dimension indicates precariousness, though situations clearly differ depending on the 
contract duration (which can span from several months to 2–3 years). In Italy, fixed-term contracts gener-
ally offer the same rights and social protection guarantees as permanent employment. However, casual 
work does not entail a dependent relationship between worker and employer. Instead, it often involves 
a ready supply of cheap and occasional labour, typically for specific and time-limited tasks or projects, 
without rights to sickness absence or annual leave. Moreover, their contracts are generally of shorter 
duration than temporary ones (for an extended discussion, see Pirani, 2017). Based on preliminary analy-
ses that distinguished between the two subcategories but revealed no substantial variations in the results, 
we decided, for the sake of simplicity, to collapse them into one category.
4  Due to data limitations, we are not able to distinguish between inactive and unemployed individuals.
5  The current consumer confidence index (CCCI) is elaborated based on respondent assessments of 
the Italian general economic situation, household financial situation, family budget, savings opportuni-
ties and opportunities for durable goods purchases. The CCCI is expressed as index numbers based on 
2010 = 100.
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standardised version, so that they range between 0 and 1 (min–max normalisation). 
Moreover, both these macro-level indicators were lagged by 1 year.6

Figure 1 displays the trend of the two macro-level variables for the period under 
consideration at the country level (and in the original unit of measurement). The 
youth unemployment rate (left axis) was around 30% in the mid-’90 s, followed by 
a slow, progressive decrease in connection with the labour market reforms of that 
period. Specifically, this decline of 6–10 percentage points was primarily due to the 
introduction of more flexible and temporary forms of work contracts, which allevi-
ated youth unemployment. However, beginning in 2007 with the start of the Great 
Recession, the youth unemployment rate (as well as the total unemployment rate) 
increased sharply year after year, surpassing 40% in 2013.

The CCCI (right axis) displays a more irregular trend (2010 = 100). The index 
values progressively increased through the late’90 s and into the early 2000s (from 
95 to 108), followed by a drop, a slight recovery, and then a new negative peak (91 
in 2008) in the first decade of the new millennium. There has been a rising trend in 
the CCCI in recent years, reaching 105 in 2015.

We acknowledge the possibility of some overlap between the unemployment rate 
and the CCCI, both being related to the economic context. Indeed, we found a cer-
tain correlation (−0.43, significant at 10% level) between them, when the unemploy-
ment rate was lagged behind. We ran robustness checks considering the indicators 
one at a time in the model specification, achieving virtually identical results as when 
considering the two measures jointly. This convinced us that, despite any weak cor-
relation that may exist, the two measures can capture two different facets of the eco-
nomic context.
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Fig. 1   – Youth unemployment rate (left axis) and current consumer confidence index (CCCI, right axis). 
Years 1995–2015. Source: ISTAT data

6  For both macro-level indicators, we also tested a lag of 2  years, but the results were virtually 
unchanged. We thus opted to utilise the 1-year lag specification, also considering that the CCCI was 
available only since 1995.
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3.2.2 � Micro‑Level and Macro‑Level Confounding Variables

Regarding micro-level control variables possibly associated with the union forma-
tion process, we accounted for both individual and family characteristics. Among 
the former, we considered several individual-level characteristics shown in the lit-
erature to be relevant factors (Harknett & Kuperberg, 2011; Jalovaara, 2012). Where 
not explicitly stated, all the following characteristics have been constructed in 
their time-varying specification. The individual’s age, categorised into five classes 
(16–20, 21–24, 25–29, 30–34 and 35 and up), represents the baseline duration, or 
the time passed since the age of 16 years. Educational level distinguishes between 
lower-secondary, upper-secondary and higher education, and is accompanied by a 
dichotomous covariate that defines student enrolment. We also considered whether 
the respondent has children and if they left the parental home for non-union-related 
reasons (Meggiolaro & Ongaro, 2024). For family background, we took into account 
parental socioeconomic status (SES) and parental marital status. Indeed, high paren-
tal SES has been found to delay the timing of the first union, especially in the case 
of marriage (e.g., Brons et al., 2017; Mooyaart, 2019; Mooyaart & Liefbroer, 2016; 
Wiik, 2009). Meanwhile, young adults with separated parents are more likely to 
enter their first union earlier—especially a cohabiting union—than those with intact 
families (e.g,. Härkönen et al., 2021; Mazzuco & Ongaro, 2009; Perelli-Harris et al., 
2017). Specifically, we used the mother’s level of education (secondary or lower, 
and tertiary) and her occupational status (employed or not)—in this case, both meas-
ured when the respondent was 15 years old—to proxy parental SES, and included 
a time-varying indicator of parental separation. Although not directly linked to our 
research questions, these variables may contribute to deciding whether to enter a 
first union and decide to marry versus cohabit.

Table 2 in the Appendix presents the distribution of exposures (person-years) and 
occurrences of marriage and cohabitation by socio-demographic characteristics and 
sex. Among other things, we observe that the average age at first union is relatively 
high, especially in the case of marriage (though lower for women than for men). 
Socio-demographic and parental characteristics reflect previous evidence: cohabit-
ing unions are more diffused among highly educated youth (especially women) from 
families with mothers who are highly educated and who participated in the labour 
market. As for our individual-level key covariate, cohabitations are somewhat more 
common than marriages among young men with temporary work. Non-working 
women are overrepresented among those who are married (this group includes inac-
tive women—that is, housewives). Finally, non-marital cohabitations become more 
frequent, especially in recent years, and a North–South gradient is evident.

We used two covariates as controls for the macro-level context: calendar time 
(1996–1999, 2000–2003, 2004–2007, 2008–2011, 2012–2015) and area of residence 
(North, Centre and South/Isles). Both provide proxies of the cultural, structural and 
economic context and, in the complete model specification including all micro- and 
macro-level economic variables, should capture the residual (cultural and structural) 
aggregate effect on the union formation process.
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4 � Results

In this section, we present the results from the discrete-time competing risks mod-
els, comparing the risk of entering first marriage or first cohabitation separately 
for men and women. Table 1 shows, for the model specifications described below, 
the results in terms of relative risk ratios (RRR) of the variables approximating the 
micro- and macroeconomic conditions (complete results of the three model spec-
ifications are reported in Tables  3 and 4 in the Appendix). Model 1 includes the 
micro-level economic condition, controlling for all socio-demographic confounding 
variables at the individual level. This model allows us to assess the impact of micro-
economic vulnerability on the propensity to marry and cohabit, without controlling 
for the (possible) effects of macro-level factors. Model 2 adds calendar time and 
area of residence, two macro-level variables that should account for the changing 
(cultural, economic and institutional) context by time and geographical area. This 
model specification is intended to verify HP 1, namely, if and to what extent first 
union formation correlates with the individual’s employment situation, controlling 
for a possible effect of the context. Finally, Model 3 adds the two key macro-level 
economic covariates (unemployment rate and CCCI), allowing us to verify the exist-
ence of a direct effect of macro-level adverse economic conditions on the transition 
to marriage and cohabitation, all else equal. This enables us to verify HP 2.

4.1 � Transition into Marriage

In Model 1, we see that compared to those permanently employed, temporarily 
employed individuals have a reduced risk of entering into marriage (RRR equals 
0.706 for men and 0.765 for women). The negative effect is even stronger for those 
who don’t have a job, especially men (RRR = 0.360). However, it is not negligible 
also for women (RRR = 0.742), in contrast with the idea of a male-breadwinner soci-
ety and previous findings for Italy. Self-employed men and women are not found to 
be significantly different from their permanently employed counterparts.

These individual-level effects persist and even enlarge in Model 2, which controls 
for calendar time and area of residence. Accounting for the (cultural, institutional 
or economic) context and having temporary compared to permanent employment 
significantly reduces the likelihood of marriage (RRR equals 0.667 for men and 
0.747 for women). The negative effect is even more marked for individuals out of 
the labour market (RRR = 0.315 for men; RRR = 0.649 for women). These findings 
suggest that not only men but also women have a reduced risk of entering into mar-
riage if they experience economic vulnerability. Interestingly, in general terms of 
period and area of residence, the context significantly affects the risk of entering 
into marriage for both men and women (see also Tables 3 and 4 in the Appendix and 
Sect. 4.4). However, this model specification does not allow us to isolate the effects 
of the different environmental factors, leading to Model 3.

The two macroeconomic covariates included in Model 3 show that—net of indi-
vidual occupational position—economic uncertainty at the contextual level has a 
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specific effect, especially for women (with a weak statistical significance): higher 
consumer confidence levels increase the likelihood of marrying (RRR = 1.356). A 
more favourable economic climate thus increases the likelihood of first marriage for 
women but not for men, an unexpected result.

4.2 � Transition into Cohabitation

As for the transition into the first cohabitation, Model 1 shows that micro-level 
vulnerability has a negative impact, regardless of gender. Compared to permanent 
employment, temporary employment decreases the likelihood of entering into 
cohabitation (RRR = 0.813 for men; RRR = 0.848 for women). The same applies 
to non-working respondents, with a larger magnitude (RRR = 0.332). Additionally, 
self-employed men have a moderately lower probability of entering into cohabita-
tion, an effect that is probably due to the heterogeneous composition of this cat-
egory:  whereas entrepreneurs and professionals can be assimilated to permanent 
workers, independent workers and freelancers generally work on a more casual 
basis, thus entailing a higher degree of job (and economic) uncertainty.

When controlling for calendar year and area of residence (Model 2), the asso-
ciation between temporary employment and union formation disappears. A nega-
tive effect is still found, although with a slight reduction in the magnitude, only for 
individuals out of the labour market. Compared to the permanently employed, both 
men and women without a job show a decreasing propensity to enter into a first 
cohabitation (RRR = 0.426 for men; RRR = 0.429 for women). A moderate effect is 
also found for self-employed women. It would thus seem that an unstable position in 
the labour market is compatible with cohabitation, perhaps due to the lower level of 
commitment characterising this type of union and its more easily reversible nature 
than marriage.

In Model 3, we see that, net of individual position in the labour force, when mac-
roeconomic conditions deteriorate, individuals are less likely to enter into cohabita-
tion. This is especially true for men, for whom the  unemployment rate is signifi-
cantly and negatively associated with first cohabitation (RRR = 0.381). For women, 
the effect is weaker and only slightly significant (RRR = 0.578). These findings sug-
gest that—unlike with marriage—macro-level economic uncertainty may reduce the 
likelihood of starting a first cohabitation, for both men and women.

4.3 � In Summary

Overall, our hypotheses were only partially confirmed. Our findings suggest that 
economic vulnerability, both at the individual and macro level, reduces the likeli-
hood of forming a union, confirming HP 1 and HP 2. This association, however, has 
been found to vary by gender and union type, and not always in the direction of our 
expectations.

We predicted that entry into marriage would be more negatively affected by indi-
vidual economic vulnerability than entry into cohabitation (HP 1a). Our findings 
confirmed this hypothesis: Not having a job reduces the probability of forming the 
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first union regardless of the type of union while having a temporary job reduces the 
likelihood of marrying but does not matter for cohabiting.

We also predicted that the role of individual economic vulnerability would be 
stronger for men than for women (HP 1b), but we found no evidence supporting this 
hypothesis. Indeed, no gender difference emerged for those temporarily employed or 
those not employed. This last result may be due to the impracticality of distinguish-
ing unemployment from inactivity in the available data. The broad category of not 
employed women could include a non-negligible percentage of unemployed women, 
who may be less prone to invest in family (and marriage) than inactive ones. Weak 
evidence of a negative effect on entering into cohabitation is found for self-employ-
ment, but only for women.

As for macro-level economic vulnerability, HP 2a posited that an unstable eco-
nomic context at the macro level is likely to influence marriage more than cohabita-
tion. Contrary to our expectations, we found it more relevant for entering cohabi-
tation than marriage. Once more, differences between men and women are not 
straightforward and are intertwined with union type. While women appear to be less 
affected than men by macro-level uncertainty when it comes to entry into cohabita-
tion (in line with HP 2b), no evidence was found for the impact of this factor on their 
entry into marriage.

To strengthen the interpretation of this result, we estimated a series of additional 
specifications, explicitly addressing a potential overlap between the macro-level 
economic indicators and the calendar time (Models 4–6 reported in the Appen-
dix, Tables 5 and 6). It is straightforward that dropping the calendar time from our 
last model specification (Model 4) expands the statistical effect of the macro-level 
economic indicators. However, if we introduce two other macro-level indicators 
intended to capture variations in the cultural context possibly linked to union for-
mation—cohabitation diffusion and secularisation7—these effects again scale down 
(Model 5). Indeed, the turn of the new century has seen both a significant increase 
in unemployment and exceptional diffusion of family-related behaviours in the Ital-
ian context (e.g. Pirani & Vignoli, 2016; Aassve et al., 2024), and the absence of a 
contextual control could lead to misleading (overestimated, as in Model 4) results. 
Model 5 yielded results congruent with those of Model 3, and given the objectives 
of our study, we preferred the specification including the calendar period as a gen-
eral control—this choice aimed to capture residual effects at the contextual level that 
may have occurred over time. Model 6 further confirmed these results. Interestingly, 
Model 5 helps demonstrate that the cultural explanation is more potent than the eco-
nomic one in predicting the likelihood of entry into marriage.

7  Both the cohabitation diffusion and secularisation indicators have been computed using the annual Ital-
ian cross-sectional surveys “Aspects of Daily Life” conducted by ISTAT since 1993. Specifically, starting 
from micro-level data, we computed the indicator of cohabitation diffusion as the proportion of cohabit-
ing couples on the total number of couples aged 25–49, for a given year in a given Italian region. Simi-
larly, the indicator of secularisation has been computed, again at the year-region level, as the percentage 
of people declaring to never or rarely attend religious services.
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4.4 � Control Covariates

The outcomes for the individual control variables are generally unsurprising and 
align with the literature (see Tables 3 and 4 in the Appendix, here we refer to the 
complete Model 3 specification).

Compared to those aged 25–29 years, younger individuals have a lower risk of 
entering a first union, which holds for marriage and cohabitation (along with women 
aged 35 years and older, who have the lowest risk of cohabiting). In addition, student 
status reduces union formation probability (except for cohabitation among men). In 
terms of education, people with upper-secondary education levels have a lower risk 
of entering a union than those with higher or lower levels of education, except for 
women with high levels of education, who have a lower risk of cohabiting relative to 
those with low education levels. As expected, parenthood increases the risk of enter-
ing a union (both marriage and cohabitation), regardless of gender.

Several other socio-demographic individual covariates might shape the decision 
to marry or cohabit as the first form of union. Having left the parental home for 
reasons other than union formation decreases the risk of entering into marriage for 
women (but not for men) and increases the risk of entering into cohabitation for 
both. This is an interesting result that has not often been considered in the literature, 
and in a certain sense, enables us to account for a piece of individuals’ life trajec-
tory (see also Meggiolaro & Ongaro, 2024). Meanwhile, in terms of family back-
ground, women with separated parents are less likely to marry and more likely to 
enter cohabitation. Men with higher-educated parents are less likely to marry, and 
men and women whose parents have upper-secondary education levels have a higher 
risk of entering into cohabitation.

Finally, macro-level control variables, such as period and area of residence, play 
a role, though their effect weakens after including macro-level economic variables. 
Young people living in Southern Italy have a higher risk of entering into marriage 
and a lower risk of entering into cohabitation than those in the Northern or Central 
regions. Similarly, the effect of calendar time remains significantly negative for mar-
riage in more recent years (for both men and women). In contrast, that for cohabita-
tion (only for women) shows a clear negative trend before 2000 compared to the 
subsequent periods. These findings indicate a residual impact of the context (time 
and place) on the union formation process, which depends on (presumably cultural) 
differences associated with the time periods (see, e.g., Model 6) and geographical 
areas considered by the study (see Sect. 2.3).

5 � Discussion and Conclusion

This study examines the role played by individual labour market positions (meas-
ured in terms of employment status) on the probability of forming the first co-
residential union and additionally explores whether adverse macroeconomic con-
ditions contribute to this dynamic. In investigating this question, we differentiate 
by union type (marriage and cohabitation) and gender.
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We focus on Italy, a fascinating setting given the many demographic, socioeco-
nomic, and cultural changes the country has experienced in the last few decades. 
Since previous research on this topic in Italy is based on outdated information, more 
recent data allows a better examination of the relationship between economic factors 
and union formation in a changing context.

We find that while both micro- and macro-level economic factors matter in the 
union formation process, their effects crucially depend on gender and union type. To 
the best of our knowledge, we are among the first to investigate the extent to which 
both micro- and macroeconomic circumstances account for these distinctions, thus 
demonstrating their importance. This evidence is relevant for a country like Italy, 
where gender equality remains far from being realised, and differences between 
marriage and cohabitation persist.

We document that individual economic vulnerability has a greater impact on mar-
riage than on cohabitation, though the same is not proven for macro-level economic 
conditions. Contrary to De Lange et  al. (2014), who find that individual employ-
ment insecurity does not contribute to postponing marriage in the Netherlands, we 
show that when considering entry into marriage, an individual’s employment sta-
tus is more relevant than macroeconomic conditions, with the latter having a weak 
effect only for women. In contrast, macroeconomic conditions do have an impact 
on entry into cohabitation for both men and women. One possible explanation is 
that—at least for a country like Italy—the decision to take the important step of 
marrying is mainly driven by private and personal motivations and less influenced 
by the external economic context. In other words, in a cultural context where mar-
riage is still highly valued and seen as a significant milestone in adult life, individual 
economic circumstances may play a more prominent role in the decision-making 
process, with less emphasis given to external factors. In contrast, while more easily 
combined with a precarious economic position at the individual level (e.g. tempo-
rary contracts), non-marital cohabitation might be hindered by uncertain contextual 
conditions. Because of the different investments entailed by the two union types—
greater for marriage and lower for cohabitation—the former is primarily influenced 
by individual uncertainties rather than contextual uncertainties. We also incidentally 
found that the cultural explanation is more potent than the economic one for the 
probability of marriage.

Another novel result relative to previous literature (and contrary to our expec-
tations) is that women are not less influenced by micro- and macroeconomic vul-
nerability and uncertainty than men, as one might presume based on the male-
breadwinner family model. This finding contrasts with the work of Vergauwen and 
colleagues (2016), who document that, in France, macro-level conditions are linked 
to union formation only for men and that inactive women are the most likely to form 
a partnership, suggesting that the male-breadwinner model has not disappeared. 
Differences between our and their findings can be explained by the diverse period 
of observation of the two studies—the current one enlarging the observation win-
dow till 2015—and the diverse specification of the “no work” category. However, 
it can be argued that although Italy maintains significant traditionalism in gender 
roles and family behaviours, these dynamics are likely changing among the younger 
generations. The steady increase in (female) educational levels and the progressive 
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diffusion of more egalitarian gender roles likely contribute to the erosion of the 
male-breadwinner model. This may also be connected to the fact that in the first 
decade of the 2000s, average wages in Italy began to decline relative to the average 
among OECD countries (OECD, 2024), and two sources of income are a requisite 
to enter cohabitation. In this context, the current employment situation and future 
prospects of the female partner have also started to emerge as crucial factors in the 
union formation process, which aligns with the different roles of men’s and women’s 
labour market positions identified by Vignoli and colleagues (2016) in their exami-
nation of earlier data.

Several implications of our findings are worth considering. Delayed achievement 
of economic autonomy may hinder the transition to adulthood for the younger Ital-
ian generation. Having (secure) employment is a prerequisite for forming a union for 
both partners, not just for the man, and the two effects together could imply a further 
postponement of union formation. This step may compromise union formation and 
subsequent related life course events if this happens relatively late. The increasing 
diffusion of cohabiting unions, which we find to be less susceptible to individual 
economic uncertainty than marriages, should not, however, be considered a strat-
egy to overcome the adverse effect of economic uncertainty. Indeed, more so than 
marriages, cohabitations are influenced by macro-level economic conditions. In this 
context, policies might focus on ways to facilitate the achievement of young adult 
economic autonomy.

Despite the strengths of the papers, we acknowledge some limitations in our 
work. In measuring individual-level economic vulnerability, first, we missed infor-
mation on individuals’ economic and financial conditions or other contract charac-
teristics, which could help identify unusual uncertainty situations. Second, we were 
not able to differentiate non-working people between unemployed and inactive. This 
can be challenging, especially for women, for whom the distinction between unem-
ployment and housekeeping is relevant. As for the macro-level source of uncer-
tainty, while this study is among the few that account for it, we recognise the need 
for more specific details, potentially at a more granular territorial level. This would 
enable a more accurate depiction of the environmental conditions in which individu-
als are embedded. In addition, while focusing on the first union is interesting from 
the point of view of social and normative dimensions of the family formation pro-
cess, data constraints prevented us from adopting a couple perspective, considering, 
for instance, information on a partner’s job position or economic status (van Wijk et 
al., 2021). Future research employing more detailed data might investigate these 
aspects. Finally, it is worthwhile to remember that non-marital cohabitations, usually 
referring to a living arrangement between two intimate partners who are not mar-
ried, can be adopted for many reasons, thus entailing several characteristics, values 
and levels of commitment. People choose to cohabit as an alternative to marriage, 
but also as a step in a couple’s life that will eventually lead to marriage, or simply 
as an alternative to living alone. Recent decades have shown a dramatic increase 
in the diffusion of cohabitation in Italy (e.g. Pirani & Vignoli, 2016). Whether it is 
undeniable that in the traditional Italian setting, the pioneers of the diffusion process 
have been highly educated, liberal and open-minded people, in line with the Sec-
ond Demographic Transition narrative, it is also true that the educational gradient is 
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currently vanishing (e.g. Aassve et al., 2024), with an increasing spread of cohabit-
ing unions across all social groups, included the more economically disadvantaged. 
All of this raises the question of whether different paths leading to cohabitation are 
influenced differently by individual and contextual (economic) factors. We deem 
that different motivations underlying the cohabiting decision need a fresh look, thus 
soliciting social scientists and data providers also to consider these aspects to gain a 
more comprehensive understanding of a phenomenon that has become increasingly 
widespread, even in the Italian context.

Appendix

See Tables 2, 3, 4, 5 and 6.
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