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1. Introduction  

In developed societies, the prevailing pattern of transition to adulthood can be portrayed as late, prolonged and complex 

(Billari & Liefbroer 2010), and it is associated with a growing prevalence of ‘singlehood’. Nonetheless, “single” 

individuals are typically over-estimated as living-apart-together (LAT) relationships are often overlooked. This 

distinction is important as it may have relevant implications for partnership and fertility dynamics. 

Cross-country studies have documented that the prevalence of LAT relationships can range from around 1% 

among all couples in Estonia (Pasteels et al. 2017) to 7-9% of the adult population in Australia (Reimondos et al. 2011), 

and approximately 10% of the adult population in Northwestern European and North American contexts (e.g. Milan & 

Peters 2003; Levin 2004; Haskey 2005; Ghazanfareeon Karlsson & Borell 2005; Regnier-Loilier et al. 2009; Strohm et 

al. 2009; Duncan & Phillips 2011; Lyssens-Danneboom & Mortelmans 2014; Liefbroer et al. 2015; Pasteels et al. 2017; 

Olah 2020). In Spain, over half of Spanish women and nearly two-thirds of Spanish men in their prime reproductive ages 

(25-34) were not co-residing with a partner in 2019, according to the Continuous Household Survey. However, based on 

the 2018 Spanish Fertility Survey (SFS), nearly one in four of all women between the ages 25-34 and one in five men in 

the same age range had an intimate partner that lived in a separate household; hence, although they would typically be 

classified as “single”, in fact they were in a living-apart-together (LAT) relationship.  

A lively debate in the literature concerns the definition, meaning and implications of LAT relationships. 

Specifically, are LAT relationships a transitory state prior to cohabiting or an alternative type of union (Connidis et al. 

2017)? Is their meaning dependent on life stage? A previous study on Spain found LAT relationships among Spanish 

women in prime reproductive ages to be a transitory stage to cohabitation instead of an alternative union type (Castro-

Martin et al. 2008). This is a common finding, particularly among young adults. For this sub-population, LAT 

relationships are typically the consequence of some type of constraint, such as lack of financial resources. This constraint 

is associated with why we observe most young adults in Spain who are not co-residing with their intimate partners to 

still reside in their parental home. On the other hand, LAT relationships at later ages are more often long-lasting and 

based on personal preference. But is this the case in contemporary Spain? 

 In this paper, we use the 2018 Spanish Fertility Survey (SFS) to revisit the situation of LAT relationships in 

Spain since the preceding study (Castro-Martin et al. 2008), based on the 1999 Fertility Survey. The paper analyzes the 

current prevalence and socio-demographic profile of non-coresidential partnerships and investigates whether LAT 

couples do not co-reside with their partners due to constraints or by choice based according to life stage.  

 

2. Contribution  

In an international perspective, this study will provide insights on where Spain fits within the broader context of LAT 

prevalence and individual determinants, while also observing how this relatively new family form disseminates in the 

Spanish setting. The study will not only provide an update of nearly two decades (see Castro-Martin et al. 2008)—a 

period in which cohabitation is no longer a marginal family form (Dominguez-Folgueras & Castro-Martin 2013), non-

marital childbearing has been rapidly rising, and leaving the parental home continues to be delayed (Esteve et al. 2020)—

but will also extend previous analyses by incorporating individuals older than 35 years old and by including men. In 

recent decades, Spain has not only experienced a remarkable increase in cohabitation but also in non-coresident unions. 

Studies have emphasized the postponement or lack of union formation as contributing to the unrealized fertility desires 

of childless individuals in Spain, particularly of men (Esteve et al. 2020, Esteve et al. 2021), and Spain has had very low 

fertility (TFR < 1.5) for already three decades. The increase in LAT relationships across the prime reproductive ages 

may reflect an increasing share of Spanish adults who face difficulties which hinder them to cohabit and start a family 

with a stable partner. Moreover, Spain is an interesting case study as it experiences one of the longest delays in many 

important adulthood transition events, such as leaving the parental home, cohabiting, finding stable employment, and 
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childbearing. It also has a relatively high divorce rate, so it is important to explore the meaning of LAT relationships not 

only at younger ages but also at later life stages, for instance after separation or divorce. 

 

3. Data and Methods 

We use the 2018 SFS conducted by the National Statistics Institute (INE). The sample is nationally representative with 

14,556 women and 2,619 men, aged 18-55. The survey provides detailed cohabitation and marital histories, as well as 

information on whether respondents currently have an intimate relationship with a non-coresident partner. We exclude 

(i) women and men aged 18-19 (N=659), (ii) individuals in same-sex relationships (N=159) and (iii) a relatively small 

proportion of married couples who are living apart (N=141). Our final analytical sample includes 16,216 women and 

men aged 20-55. Although the boundary between casual dating relationships and more committed LAT relationships is 

difficult to draw, in this study we define individuals in LAT relationships as those in a non-coresidential union that has 

lasted for at least 2 years; those whose relationships have lasted less than 2 years are categorized as ‘dating.’ This 

definition, although somewhat arbitrary, will facilitate the comparison with earlier studies (Castro-Martin et al. 2008). 

For our main analysis, we estimate the probability of being in a stable LAT relationship, relative to not having 

a partner, having a dating relationship, cohabiting, or being married, using multinomial logistic regressions separately 

for two life stages—ages 20-34 and ages 35-55. Besides control variables (e.g. age group, gender, residence, religion), 

we include variables in the model that can be interpreted as proxies for constraints (specifically, economic constraints –

e.g. employment type) and preferences (e.g. educational attainment; history of co-residence; any children from previous 

relations). The selection of variables is based on data availability and previous literature. Among those partnered, we 

also include partner’s socio-demographic characteristics. To better understand the meanings of LAT by life stage, we 

additionally examine the short-term intentions to cohabit/marry based on the reason given for living apart among 

individuals in LAT relationships. 

 

4. Preliminary results 

Fig. 1. Distribution of women and men aged 20-55 by partnership status 

   Women                                                                              Men 
 

 

Source: 2018 Fertility Survey 
 

Prevalence of LAT across life stages 

The largest share of Spanish individuals in stable LAT relationships are between the ages of 20 and 34, which 

corresponds with prime reproductive ages. More than half of these individuals remain living in their parental home at 

the time of survey (results not shown here). At later ages, we observe a smaller share of respondents in LAT relationships, 

although the share of those who are in stable LAT relationships appears larger than those who are dating.  
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Summary of key findings from multinomial logistic regression analysis 
 

 

Across life stages 

 Men who are unemployed have a higher likelihood to be in LAT relationships over co-residing ones. 

 Highly educated women are more likely to be in a LAT relationship than cohabitation or marriage.  

 Women who have children from previous relationships have a higher likelihood of living apart compared to 

cohabiting or marriage. 

Early life stage (ages 20-34) 

 Students have a higher likelihood of being in LAT relationships over co-residential ones.  

 Economically unstable women (e.g. temporary job, unemployed) have a higher likelihood to live apart than to 

cohabit or be married. 

Later life stage (ages 35-55) 

 Men who have cohabited before have a higher likelihood of living apart relative to being married.  

 Women who have cohabited before have a higher likelihood of living apart relative to co-residing in general. 

 

We find similar associations between partner’s educational attainment and employment status on respondent’s 

partnership status by gender and life stage—for example, the economic instability of female respondents’ male partners 

deters co-residence. 

 
 

LAT in early life stage mainly due to constraints, with some ideational choice; in later life stage, mainly a choice 

 
 

Fig. 2 Distribution of main reason given for living apart by women and men in LAT relationships by age 
 

Women                                                                                      Men 

 
Age                                                                                                                                      Age 

 
 

Source: 2018 Spanish Fertility Survey 
Notes: (1) The “Other” category comprises: in process of separation/divorce, due to legal circumstances, other. (2) For men, age groups are categorized 

by 5 years except for the 40-49 age group due to small sample size. 
 

 

We see a pattern in Figure 2. Individuals in their early life stage cite constraints as the main reason for living apart from 

their partner (e.g. economic, work). Additionally, ideational choice—specifically being ‘too young’— is also a 

prominent reason cited by younger Spanish men and women. At a later life stage, however, we observe a shift and the 

most cited reason for LAT is independence. This pattern is similar for women and men, and is consistent with findings 

of the multinomial logit analysis.  

 

Short-term intentions to co-reside are higher among those who are in LAT due to constraints than among those who 

choose it. 

 

To further explore the meaning of LAT relationships, we estimate the predicted probability of short-term intentions to 

co-reside based on reasons given for living apart among LAT individuals. Short-term intentions being within the next 3 

years and co-residence including both marital and non-marital cohabitation. We observe that individuals who cite 

constraints (e.g. economic, work, or housing) as the reason for living apart, show a higher probability of intending to co-
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reside with their partner in the near future. This confirms that LAT in the early life stage is a temporary phase prior to 

co-residence. On the other hand, individuals who LAT due to choice (e.g. too young, not ready, independence, family-

related), show a lower probability of having intentions to co-reside with their partner. This confirms that LAT in the later 

life stage may potentially be considered an alternative partnership form that is established without co-residence, 

particularly for independence or because of previous family formation experiences. 

 
Fig. 3 Predicted probability of intention to co-reside by age group and gender among individuals in LAT relationships 

                    
Source: 2018 Spanish Fertility Survey 

Notes: (1) Predicted probabilities derived from full model (incl. partnership characteristics) with the inclusion of a relationship satisfaction variable. (2) 

The “Other” category comprises: separation/process of divorce; due to legal circumstances; other. (3) Due to small sample size (N=4), the probability 

for men who live apart due to children or their partner having a family is excluded.  

 

5. Discussion 

This study documents that a substantial (and growing) proportion of women and men typically classified as “single” in 

Spain are in fact involved in a LAT partnership. Distinguishing “singles” from individuals in LAT arrangements is 

important to accurately examine the impact of partnership dynamics (e.g. union formation and cohabitation) on 

childbearing behaviours. Since childbearing still predominantly occurs within couples, overestimating the share of 

“singles” may illustrate a false and overly pessimistic picture of future fertility.  

With regard to the meaning attached to non-coresidential unions, we find that LAT living arrangements are 

linked to both constraints and choices throughout the life course. In the early life stage, we find living apart is 

predominantly due to constraints as the economic instability of both men and women deters co-residence. This may be 

illustrative of the increased financial struggles faced by young couples to leave the parental home and begin cohabiting. 

The necessity of women’s financial stability within the couple to co-reside, on the other hand, may also demonstrate the 

country’s improvements in gender equality for women in individual-oriented institutions (e.g. education and labor force 

participation) over the past two decades and the shifting couples’ dynamics toward more gender egalitarianism. 

Furthermore, individuals in LAT relationships who cite a constraint as the reason they live apart also have the highest 

intentions to co-reside in the near future, implying a desire to cohabit. In contrast, LAT at the later life stage is primarily 

driven by choice. We observe that those who have previously cohabited have a higher likelihood of being in a LAT 

relationship relative to a cohabitation or marriage. As nearly two-thirds of those who are living apart together in the later 

life stage and have experienced a cohabitation are either separated or divorced, this finding in line with previous studies 

suggesting that union dissolution increases the preference for living apart in order to maintain their autonomy or avoid 

falling back into patterns encountered in previous unions—e.g. unequal gendered-division of labor. Throughout the life 

course, we find men experiencing economic instability, highly educated women, and women with children from previous 

relationships to have a higher likelihood of being in a LAT relationship than a co-residential one. Our overall results 

suggest the meanings attached to LAT relationships in contemporary Spain are comparable to those in high-income 

western societies: they serve as a transitional step prior to entering a live-in partnership in the early life stage and as an 

alternative partnership form that emphasizes personal autonomy in the later life stage.  
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