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1 Introduction 

 

Since the second half of the 20th century, young adults' partnership behaviours in 

Western countries have changed dramatically. Marriage rates declined due to young adults 

either completely replacing or temporarily delaying marriages in favour of other living 

arrangements. Consequently, although marriage is still the most common union form, the 

paths leading to it have become more diverse and non-linear in young adults' lives than in 

the past (Elzinga and Liefbroer, 2007). In several countries, the increasing diffusion of 

cohabitation and other living arrangements, e.g. singlehood or living-apart-together, have 

become more prevalent and have contributed to either forego or delay marriage (Sobotka 

and Toulemon, 2008), albeit with differences at both country (Perelli-Harris et al., 2014) and 

region level (Klüsener et al., 2013). In specific contexts, e.g. Nordic countries or France, 

marital and nonmarital cohabitation and childbearing have become almost indistinguishable 

(Jalovaara, 2012); whereas in others, e.g. the US, cohabitations are still more unstable and 

"unconscious" than marriages (Smock et al., 2005; Sassler and Miller, 2017; Di Giulio et al., 

2019). In the UK, cohabitation has become the standard way to enter the first coresidential 

partnership, even though long-term cohabitation is a rarer option and married couples with 

children are still prevalent (Berrington et al., 2015). In countries, such as Poland  (Mynarska 

and Bernardi, 2007; Matysiak, 2009; Baranowska-Rataj, 2014) or Italy (Rosina and Fraboni, 

2004; Vignoli et al., 2016), people still prefer marriage as a long-term union to raise children, 

but cohabitation is gradually growing as a form of premarital living. 

In the 1980s, the Second Demographic Transition attributed these shifts to changes 

in ideational and cultural factors occurring at a different speed in Western countries 

(Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa, 1986). Focusing on nonmarital childbearing, Lappegård et al. 

(2018) found that the different diffusion of alternative family behaviours across countries can 

be motivated by ideological and cultural differences (e.g., religion); whereas the one within 

countries also by socioeconomic differences, e.g. income, education and occupation 

(Entwisle and Astone, 1994). For instance, whilst cohabitation has become increasingly 

accepted and diffused within the young population regardless of the socioeconomic status 

(SES) (Manning et al., 2019), the adoption of long-term or lifelong cohabitation over 

marriage, often accompanied by childbearing, may be associated with low SES conditions, 

e.g. economic uncertainty or low education (Perelli-Harris et al., 2010; Sassler et al., 2010; 

Edin and Kefalas, 2011; Mikolai et al., 2018). Similarly, singlehood, either as lone parenthood 

or childless solo-living, during the years usually associated with the co-residence with a 

partner, is also related to phenomena of potential disadvantage, especially among men 

(McLanahan, 2004; Jamieson et al., 2009; Nisén et al., 2013; Berrington, 2017; Wasoff et 
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al., 2018). Differences by socioeconomic status have also been detected in the timing 

of partnership behaviours, with those with low socioeconomic status, e.g., in terms 

of education or occupational class, more likely to enter a partnership earlier than 

those with an advantaged status (Axinn and Thornton, 1992; Côté and Bynner, 2008; 

Mooyaart and Liefbroer, 2016). 

Parental socioeconomic status is argued to play a key role in influencing 

children's behaviours, including how and when they choose to partner. On the one 

hand, parental SES represents an important source of direct support, as parents' 

financial resources and social capital can reduce the uncertainty characterising 

young adults' increasingly insecure and fragmented transition into adulthood (Beck, 

1992; O’Connor et al., 1996; Mills and Blossfeld, 2005; Schoeni and Ross, 2005; 

Furlong and Cartmel, 2006; Côté and Bynner, 2008). On the other hand, the family 

of origin represents an important social structure for young adults, i.e. it determines 

the resources and the schemas to which young adults have access since their 

childhood, and that can affect their future behaviours, including family ones (Sewell, 

2005; Johnson-Hanks et al., 2011). Parents' social structure could also indirectly 

influence young adults' lifelong family expectations, thereby determining a selection 

effect into certain partnership dynamics, e.g. family transitions and timings, long 

before their occurrence (Axinn and Thornton, 1993; Willoughby, 2010; Willoughby et 

al., 2012). Parents' SES can modify the type of social structure to which young adults 

have access since their childhood and, therefore, determine different expectations 

and, afterwards, behaviours  (Waite et al., 1986; Cooksey, 1990; Sandefur et al., 

2002; Morgan and Bachrach, 2011).   

This paper examines whether there is an association between parental 

socioeconomic status and the expectations of young adults (i.e., aged 16-21) 

towards family transitions, i.e. entry into marriage and cohabitation, and their timing. 

It will also investigate differences in ranking the probability of experiencing one union 

type above the other or judging lifelong singlehood as a likely option. Apart from 

examining the overall relationship between parental socioeconomic status and young 

adults' family expectations, the study also focuses on two potential mediating 

mechanisms through which parental SES can influence young adults' family 

expectations since childhood. It will analyse the family structure and college 

aspirations during adolescence, which are identified as common mechanisms of the 

intergenerational transmission of the socioeconomic status (Mclanahan and 

Percheski, 2008; G. J. Duncan et al., 2015; Bernardi and Boertien, 2017). The 

research questions that will lead our analysis are the following:  
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1) What is the relationship between parental SES and young adults' expectations 

towards the sequencing and the timing of partnership transitions (marriage, cohabitation and 

their combinations)? 

2) To what extent is this relationship mediated by the family structure or the educational 

aspirations of the young person when he or she was growing up? 

To explore the relationship between individual and parental socioeconomic status on 

young adults' family expectations, we use British data from the British Household Panel 

Survey (BHPS) and Understanding Society (UKHLS) from various waves collected between 

2002 and 2019. The UK provides a proper context to analyse the relationship of interest 

because it is characterised by strong social class differences and low social mobility (Bukodi 

and Goldthorpe, 2013). Therefore, the role of parental social structure in transferring the 

schemas and resources to young adults is likely to be stronger than in other contexts.  

A study on young adults' family expectations and how they relate to parental SES 

would be a novelty in the literature since we only know about the influence of parental SES 

on behaviours (Brons et al., 2021), often with a primary focus on fertility (Koops et al., 2017, 

2021), or attitudes (Axinn and Thornton, 1993; Barber, 2000). Other papers focus on 

expectations especially marriage (excepted for Manning et al. (2019); Berrington, (2020) 

who also address cohabitation) but are more interested in a general exploration  of the topic 

(Manning et al., 2007, 2014, 2019) or focus on other aspects (e.g. Berrington (2020) on 

ethnicity; Willoughby (2010) variation over time). Whilst the investigation of marriage 

expectations alone has already been implemented in the literature (Carroll et al., 2007; 

Willoughby et al., 2012), it is more difficult to find representative studies on cohabitation 

expectations (Manning et al., 2019). Further, no study has been performed keeping marriage 

and cohabitation expectations combined or on marital age while considering those rejecting 

marriage or uncertain regarding marital age. 

However, it is essential to study expectations because it gives policymakers and 

stakeholders in the field the instruments to anticipate and address the potential selection of 

individuals into situations of vulnerability and social exclusion in their future. For instance, 

provided the presence of self-selection,  early or lifelong cohabitation presents a strong 

association with lone- or step-parent families (Hobcraft and Kiernan, 2001; Lichter et al., 

2014), including contexts where marriage and cohabitation are almost indistinguishable 

(e.g., Finland: Jalovaara and Andersson, 2018). Lifelong singlehood also relates to 

phenomena of disadvantage (Demey et al., 2013). An intergenerational argument also 

supports the study of expectations. Since young adults' future living arrangements will 

determine the environment to raise their offspring, the influence of parental SES on family 

expectations and the mechanisms underlying this relationship is fundamental for 
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understanding the reproduction of socioeconomic inequalities in family behaviours 

(Mclanahan and Percheski, 2008).  

 

2 Theoretical background  

2.1 The socioeconomic gradient characterising partnership behaviours 

 

We start by reviewing the literature relating to individual socioeconomic status 

and partnership behaviours, particularly the timing and the sequencing of marriage 

and cohabitation and the adoption of singlehood at both the general and British 

levels. The necessity of an individual-level literature review is that it will be easier to 

illustrate how parental socioeconomic status could influence young adults' family 

expectations later on.  

2.1.1 Marriage and cohabitation  

 

The timing and the sequencing of partnership formation, e.g. long-term 

cohabitation, perhaps including childbearing, or early partnering, are argued to differ 

across socioeconomic groups due to inequality in current economic circumstances 

or social norms. As regards the first aspect, American authors argue that cohabiters 

with inadequate resources fail to meet an economic "bar to marriage", i.e., a series 

of economic standards preventing or discouraging the entry into a long-term and 

financially committed relationship as a marriage, if not achieved (Edin et al., 2004; 

Gibson-Davis et al., 2005; Ishizuka, 2018; Perelli-Harris and Blom, 2020). The bar to 

marriage has been concretely described and tested as a set of earnings, employment 

and financial assets, institutional benefits, material deprivation or wealth, necessary 

to sustain a long-term and financially demanding relationship as marriage, or also, 

more in the short-term, to afford a "proper wedding" (Edin and Kefalas, 2011; Gibson-

Davis et al., 2018; Ishizuka, 2018; Schneider et al., 2019). The legal system could 

also institutionalise the bar to marriage by protecting the economic resources of 

marriage more adequately than cohabitation (in the case of separation, death of a 

partner and consequent inheritance, or taxation) and, thereby, rendering this living 

arrangement more appealing to wealthy individuals (Perelli-Harris and Gassen, 

2012).   

Quantitative research highlighted that economic resources or high 

socioeconomic status (in terms of class, education or parental background) are 

positively associated with marriage formation also in the UK context (Berrington and 
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Diamond, 2000; Ermisch and Francesconi, 2000; Francesconi and Golsch, 2005; Golsch, 

2005; Pelikh, 2019). Several qualitative studies suggested that the most robust explanation 

for choosing cohabitation over marriage is the willingness to avoid a lifelong commitment 

while still checking the relationship's progression and not excluding the possibility of 

marrying (Smart and Stevens, 2000; Jamieson et al., 2002; S. Duncan et al., 2005). Although 

economic security does not appear as the primary determinant discouraging couples from 

marrying, the collection of adequate finances, as the relationship progresses, is considered 

an asset to render the decision of marrying less risky (Devasahayam, 2003; Jamieson et al., 

2003; Lewis, 2006). 

Rigid social norms could also influence the attitudes and the narratives through which 

individuals imagine their lives since childhood (Swidler, 1986; Smart, 2007). This aspect 

characterises British literature quite strongly. S. Duncan and Phillips (2008a) and Berrington 

et al. (2015) highlight that different behavioural norms could affect how Britons from different 

socioeconomic backgrounds behave. Different norms across socioeconomic groups might 

shape different values. For instance, S. Duncan and Phillips (2008) argue that high-SES 

would generally be more traditionalist than low-SES. Consistently, Berrington et al. (2015)  

argue that high-SES Britons value the wedding ceremony more significantly than low-SES. 

For high social classes, a wedding is a public symbol of financial wealth. They also argue 

that the wedding ceremony has an important meaning also for low-SES couples, but, due to 

the financial burden of implementing a "proper wedding", it is likely to be a "low-priority" and 

easly postponed. 

Berrington et al. (2015) argue that another motivation for this trend would be that 

high-SES Britons follow the social norm conceiving the entry into adulthood as a sequence 

of milestones to be rigidly performed in a precise order. Therefore, marriage would be a 

precondition for starting a family and would follow the completion of education, the entry into 

a labour market and an eventual cohabitation. Instead, this order would be less standardised 

for low-SES, who would be more likely to experience childbirth within a cohabitation and skip 

one milestone regarding education and employment, or both. Consequently, the age of entry 

into a relationship of advantaged individuals would be higher than those from disadvantaged 

ones. In the past, the early age at union formation would often coincide with early marital 

age. Nowadays, it would be more compatible with an early age at first cohabitation, which 

has substituted early marriages. For instance, recent literature demonstrates that, once 

young adults enter cohabitation, the link between parental socioeconomic status and 

marriage timing weakens remarkably (Brons et al., 2021).  

 

2.1.2 Singlehood  
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Several trajectories may lead to singlehood, i.e. not living with a coresident 

partner, in later life (Demey et al., 2013). Some trajectories do not exclude the 

possibility of forming a coresidential partnership earlier in life, e.g. separated, 

divorced or widowed. Separation followed by the creation of single-parent families 

occurs more frequently among cohabiters than among married, thereby associating 

this last living arrangement with instability, disadvantage and social exclusion (Reed, 

2006; McLanahan and Jacobsen, 2015). Even though some authors argue that this 

tendency to dissolution is due to lower partners' commitment, even financial, there 

could be selection effects (McLanahan and Bumpass, 1988), such that cohabiters 

would be more inclined to dissolve the relationship had they been married. 

Another important path might involve lifelong singlehood, i.e. never entering 

a coresidential partnership, which may overlap with solo-living (when children or 

coresidents are absent). Although the normative behaviour is to enter a partnership 

sooner or later in life (Jamieson et al., 2003), thus rendering lifelong singlehood a 

minor phenomenon in the population (Bellani et al., 2017), lifelong singlehood is 

increasing (Sobotka and Toulemon, 2008). Apostolou (2017) highlights that 

singlehood might derive from two dynamics: "fitness-increasing" and "difficulties and 

constraints". In the first case, which identifies more with a temporary delay, 

individuals postpone entry into a coresidential partnership to pursue high education 

and get established in the labour market. In this way, they become more successful 

and, prospectively, more attractive for a partner, even though women and older youth 

are argued not to be particularly advantaged by this behaviour. The second strategy 

regards impediments that do not allow individuals to find a partner and is less 

reversible than the first one. Whilst Apostolou (2017) mainly refers to physical 

obstacles; we can also think about socioeconomic ones. In fact, economically 

disadvantaged individuals, particularly men (Spreitzer and Riley, 1974), are argued 

to be more likely to remain lifelong single than advantaged ones due to their "un-

marriageability" (Demey et al., 2013; Bellani et al., 2017; Setyonaluri et al., 2020). 

This trend may also have shrunk nowadays, given an increase in women's hypogamy 

(Esteve et al., 2016; Van Bavel et al., 2018) and the higher tendency of high-SES 

men to remain single for life than in the past (Dykstra and Poortman, 2010).  

However, the British literature points out that these changes do not apply to 

the UK. Despite the presence of the U-shape trend characterising single men and 

women, there is evidence that high-SES singles — "eligible bachelors or spinsters" 

— tend to enter a late partnership. Contrarily, low-SES singles, especially solo-living, 

would not present the same effect and would show a combination of singlehood and 

economic disadvantage for life. Accordingly, recent research shows that solo-living 
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during working age, in the UK, is characterised by individuals who are less economically 

active, with poorer health, and less secure housing arrangements than those living with 

others (Smith et al., 2005; Demey et al., 2013; Wasoff et al., 2018). 

 

2.2 Parental SES and children's family expectations  

 

Following the idea that expectations reflect future behaviours or, at least, a path towards 

future behaviours (Carroll et al., 2007), and that partnership behaviours are subject to a 

socioeconomic gradient, we expect to observe socioeconomic differences in young adults' 

family sequencing and timing expectations. Since expectations represent predictions of 

future events based on the experience, or the information, collected up to that moment 

(Olson et al., 1996; Bohon et al., 2006; Roese and Sherman, 2007; Gorard et al., 2012), 

young adults' family expectations are likely to depend on parental socioeconomic status. In 

fact, at that age, most young adults have not directly experienced what it means to achieve 

or possess their socioeconomic position or form a stable relationship (Morgan and Bachrach, 

2011). This argument is addressed by the "theory of the conjunctural action" (Johnson-

Hanks et al., 2011; Morgan and Bachrach, 2011), which is inspired by the work of 

sociologists like Giddens, Bourdieu and Sewell (e.g. Giddens, 1979; Bourdieu, 1990; Sewell, 

2005). 

According to this framework, during late adolescence and young adulthood, the 

influence of parents' social structure, i.e. their schemas and resources, on expectations is 

likely to be strong and prevail over personal experience, i.e. human agency. As age 

increases, parental SES would be less crucial in determining young adults' expectations 

(Axinn and Thornton, 1993; South, 2001). On the one hand, schemas regard important 

mechanisms representing, filtering and interpreting stimuli from the real world and allowing 

a behavioural response (Johnson-Hanks et al., 2011: p.33). On the other, material (e.g. 

finances) and nonmaterial (e.g. time) resources would act as constraints or incentives 

towards a specific (Sewell, 2005; Johnson-Hanks et al., 2011).  Therefore, the question 

follows how parental socioeconomic status could influence young adults' expectations 

through their resources and schemes.  

The direct way parents' socioeconomic status can influence their children's family 

expectations, both in terms of sequences and timings, is by allocating their finances in the 

present. First, parents' SES could determine the expectations of ever partnering, as the 

finances of high-SES parents would render children more optimistic about the possibility of 

forming and maintaining a coresidential partnership in the future. High-SES parents can 

easily assist young adults with the expenses required to have a smooth transition into 
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adulthood (Kennedy et al., 2004; Cepa and Furstenberg, 2021), e.g. paying rent or 

tuition fees, funding transfers to finance their living expenses (Schoeni and Ross, 

2005), even after completing school or finding a job (Kennedy et al., 2004). Moreover, 

the opportunity to count on the family wealth would give them the chance of 

prolonging their status of being unpartnered to raise their fitness in the partnership 

market and boost their attractiveness. In this way, they would still have higher 

expectations to mate in the future than individuals whose family struggles financially 

(Oppenheimer, 1997; Aassve, 2003). Given the U-shape socioeconomic gradient 

characterising lifelong singlehood, we cannot exclude that the possibility of counting 

on wealthy parents would encourage expectations towards lifelong singlehood. 

However, this argument would hold especially for women, as individuals would 

anticipate higher financial independence in the future or the greater difficulty of 

finding a partner meeting their high standards. However, the British context seems 

to render these last arguments less valid, as high-SES spinsters still have a higher 

chance of late partnering than disadvantaged men. 

The availability of parental resources would also contribute to determining 

individuals' expectations towards their union type and its timing. If parents have 

adequate resources, it would be easier for young adults to expect to enter a marriage 

than those whose parents have lower economic availability. According to Thornton 

et al. (2007b), high-SES parents can assist grown-up children with overcoming their 

"economic bar to marriage", e.g. paying the wedding costs or help with mortgage 

payments. Contrarily, parents disapproving of a specific living arrangement could 

also actively discourage its adoption by applying financial sanctions towards adult 

children not complying with their willingness, e.g. not paying the rent or tuition fees 

(Axinn and Thornton, 1993). Since we are considering the UK context, high-SES 

parents could also encourage marriage because it is more convenient to guarantee 

a safer intergenerational transmission of assets and resources in this context, i.e. 

case of the inheritance recipient's death (Barlow and Probert, 2004; Barlow, 2006).  

The accessibility of parental economic resources would be less central for the 

expectations towards experiencing a cohabitation because it is a living arrangement 

selecting individuals with fewer economic resources (Smock et al., 2005). The 

introduction of cohabitation could also have shifted the expectations of young adults 

towards the marital age. Whilst, in the past, those with low-SES parents would 

present higher expectations towards early marriage than those with high-SES; 

nowadays, they may have higher expectations towards later marriage, as they would 

expect to cohabit for longer.  
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Parental current finances are not the only way parental SES could influence young 

adults' expectations. Following the theory of conjunctural action, we anticipate that the 

parental socioeconomic status could have triggered specific mechanisms during youth 

having repercussions on young adults' current expectations. We explore two mechanisms 

through which it could have happened: "family structure socialisation" (Figure 1, mechanism 

1) and "parental resources and investments" (Figure 1, mechanism 2). The first mechanism 

is likely to affect young adults' schemes, whereas the latter is more likely to influence young 

adults' resources. 

These two mechanisms are argued as among the most important channels through 

which socioeconomic status affects children's outcomes (D’Addio, 2007; G. J. Duncan et al., 

2015). However, by exploring and quantifying the extent to which these mechanisms mediate 

the relationship between socioeconomic status and family expectations, we do not aim to 

exhaustively illustrate this relationship, as there could be other indirect mechanisms —or 

even sub-mechanisms— alongside the direct effect of current finances.  

 

Figure 1: Direct and indirect mechanisms influencing youth expectations towards 
family transitions 

 

Source: author's graphical representation 

 

2.2.1 Family structure socialisation 

Children from disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to grow up in alternative 

living arrangements than the one where both parents are present and married, e.g. 

cohabiting, single-headed or step-parent families often following a couple separation 

(Kiernan et al., 2011). The literature argues that being brought up in a different living 

arrangement from the one with both married parents may affect young adults' future living 
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arrangements. In fact, an extensive body of literature, in particular in the US, argues 

that having had a family structure that is different from the one where parents are 

married, as well as having gone through parents' partnership instability, is related to 

the adoption of a non-normative living arrangement during adulthood and to an earlier 

entry into coresidential unions (e.g., single-parents: McLanahan and Bumpass,1988; 

Graefe and Lichter, 1999, Wu and Martinson 1993; cohabiting parents: Reed, 2006; 

divorced parents: Amato, 1996; Amato and DeBoer, 2001; divorce: Cherlin et al., 

1995; Kiernan and Hobcraft, 1997; Kiernan and Cherlin, 1999; Hobcraft and Kiernan, 

2001; lifelong singlehood: Spreitzer and Riley, 1974; age at union formation: Michael 

and Tuma, 1985; Kiernan, 1992; Kiernan and Hobcraft, 1997; Kiernan and Cherlin, 

1999).  

Consequently, those with low-SES parents would be more likely to enter an 

alternative living arrangement because they are more likely to be raised within it than 

those whose parents are both married. Since expectations precede behaviours, we 

would anticipate that children raised within these alternative living arrangements will 

have more favourable expectations towards experiencing those arrangements than 

those raised within married couples. Since this mechanism may produce poor 

children's economic resources and outcomes, the literature defines family structure 

as a potential inequality vector across generations. (Mclanahan and Percheski, 2008; 

Bernardi and Boertien, 2017; Boertien and Bernardi, 2020). 

The literature explains that the intergenerational transmission of family 

behaviours in various ways. The first one concerns all living arrangements (from 

marriage to cohabitation or single-parenthood) and regards social learning (Bandura, 

1979), both direct and indirect, from the family of origin (Wu and Martinson, 1993; 

Smock et al., 2013). Parents can directly influence children's attitudes towards a 

specific arrangement by instilling their values and norms in their children (Axinn and 

Thornton, 1993). Since cohabiters or lone parents are theorised to be more open 

towards these living arrangements than parents committed in a normative married 

relationship, their children would also be more likely to adopt this lifestyle than 

children grown up with married parents (Smock et al., 2013). An indirect socialisation 

mechanism regards the observation of parental behaviour, which would teach young 

adults both which kinds of behaviours to implement and how to build and preserve 

relationships (Smock et al., 2013). Another likely explanation regards an "instability 

and change" mechanism: those from nonintact families would chase a more 

protective environment by having a relationship and childbirth earlier in their life than 

those from intact families (Wu and Martinson, 1993). Wu (1996) also explored 

whether the effect of lone parenthood was due to income dynamics. While income 
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resulted in an important determinant of family behaviours, family structure resulted in its 

independent role. The mechanism that has been mostly supported has been the one 

regarding family socialisation. 

 

2.2.2 Academic socialisation  

Parental socioeconomic status determines the level of resources and investments 

that parents allocate to their children's development (G. J. Duncan et al., 2015). 

Consequently, the success of children's future educational and occupational outcomes, 

which also determines their future economic resources, e.g. earnings, will differ according to 

their parental socioeconomic background.  Compared to their disadvantaged counterparts, 

children from high-SES parents would be socialised to find it more natural to pursue higher 

education by going to college or university., which is likely to result in a successful career 

and more economic resources (Sandefur et al., 2002; Wigfield et al., 2007). Parents would 

have an important role in socialising their children through these higher aspirations by 

dedicating their material and nonmaterial resources to their "academic socialisation" (Hill 

and Tyson, 2009; Benner, 2011). Academic socialisation "encompasses the variety of 

parental beliefs and behaviours that influence children's school-related development" (Taylor 

et al., 2004, p.163). 

Compared to low-SES parents, high-SES ones would offer their children the 

necessary material resources, activities and home environment to increase their school 

performance, get smooth access to university and open their labour market perspectives 

(Becker, 1981; Becker and Tomes, 1986). First, they would purchase goods to make high-

quality learning easily accessible, e.g. books, computers, tuition fees, etc. Second, they 

would also dedicate time to perform educationally-oriented activities with their children, e.g. 

visiting museums, reading, playing instructive games, helping them with homework or 

preparing them for school when they are still in kindergarten (Dumais, 2006). Third, they 

would also be more directly involved in their children's school activities, such as attending 

open school days, parent-teacher evenings, and participating in classroom volunteering 

(Benner, 2011).  

High-SES parents would also impact their children's educational and occupational 

aspirations, e.g. the willingness to attend college or pursue a successful career, by taking 

the time to actively discuss their academics and plans for their future (Berrington et al., 

2016). For instance, high-SES children's educational and occupational aspirations could be 

stimulated by parental advice on the best scenarios and opportunities to pursue and conduct 

an academic career (Wigfield et al., 2007). Therefore, they would also pass on their cultural 

capital, i.e. "instruments for the appropriation of symbolic wealth socially designated as 

worthy of being sought and possessed" (DiMaggio, 1982 — writing about Bourdieu, 1977).  
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Since the process of academic socialisation should lead young adults with an 

advantaged background to expect to go to college/University and achieving higher 

economic resources, in their future, than those from a disadvantaged background, it 

is likely that they would also anticipate having the economic potential to collect the 

economic resources needed for marriage (Easterlin, 1987). In short, they would 

expect to be more likely to meet the economic bar to marriage. Consequently, the 

higher resources young adults will gather in the future would make them more likely 

to expect a marriage in their life, eventually preceded by a potential cohabitation, 

than their disadvantaged counterparts. Conversely, the poor prospects of low-SES 

individuals could lead them towards a higher likelihood of expecting lifelong 

cohabitation or no partnership.  

We would also expect advantaged young adults to expect a later union 

formation than those from a disadvantaged background because they would 

anticipate a longer time spent in education without forming a coresidential union. In 

fact, even though unions formed by students have increased, the role of students is 

still less compatible with a coresidential union than the one of non-student (Mills and 

Blossfeld, 2005). However, as highlighted in paragraph 2.2, marital age expectations 

may have changed with the introduction of cohabitation, with those from low-SES 

expecting a later marriage or, even, not to marry at all.  

 

2.2.3 How reliable are young adults' expectations? 

The literature reports that, when young adults' expectations are measured, they tend 

to be extreme, meaning that they either tend to be either very optimistic or very pessimistic, 

depending on the issue which they were asked to express themselves on. Fischhoff et al. ( 

2000) reported that young adults were more likely to overestimate their possibilities of 

finding a job or pursuing education, probably due to their tendency to consider themselves 

as "invulnerable" (Liefbroer et al., 1994; Persoskie, 2013). Moreover, Weinstein (1980) 

found that students were inclined to attribute themselves a higher probability to experience 

positive events than their peers, even when they were informed about their peers' success. 

Fischoff also found that short-term expectations were less differentiated by some time-

invariant characteristics, such as gender, race or ethnicity. On the contrary, De Bruin et al. 

(2007) found that adolescents were more likely to overestimate a negative event, such as 

the mortality risk.  

 

2.3 Hypotheses 
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Based on the reviewed literature and the reported arguments, we formulate specific 

hypotheses on the relationship between family expectations and parental socioeconomic 

status. The first hypothesis regards marriage and cohabitation conceived as separate 

outcomes. We expect socioeconomic differences in marriage adoption but not cohabitation, 

as most young Britons start their relationship with this union form nowadays. Therefore, 

young Britons with low-SES parents are less likely to expect to marry in their life than those 

with high-SES parents. There would be no socioeconomic differences in cohabitation 

expectations (H1). 

However, we anticipate differences in the expectations regarding the lifelong 

sequencing of marriage and cohabitation. Young Britons with low-SES parents are more 

likely to expect lifelong cohabitation and singlehood, relative to a life course including 

cohabitation and marriage, than those with high-SES parents. They would also have lower 

expectations towards direct marriage (H2). 

We also anticipate differences in the expected timing of marriage formation. To 

formulate this hypothesis, we consider that cohabitation has replaced marriage as the first 

coresidential union. Low-SES have the possibility of entering a cohabitation and prolonging 

their permanence within this living arrangement. Therefore, we foresee that, among those 

intending to marry, those with low-SES parents are more likely to expect a higher marital 

age than those with high-SES parents (H3).  

Finally, we formulate two hypotheses regarding the mechanisms of transmission of 

parental socioeconomic status. First, we expect that living, during youth, in a living 

arrangement being different from the one where both parents are married mediates sizably 

the relationship between parental SES and young adults' family expectations (even if not 

completely) (H4). Second, we expect that aspiring to go to college or university explains, 

during youth, mediates the relationship between parental SES and young adults' family 

expectations (still, not completely) (H5). 

3 Data and methods  

 

3.1 Data  

 

Data are from the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) and Understanding 

Society (UKHLS)1. The core analysis concerns a rotational module called the "young adults' 

                                                             

1 University of Essex, Institute for Social and Economic Research, NatCen Social Research, 
Kantar Public. (2020). Understanding Society: Waves 1-10, 2009-2019 and Harmonised BHPS: 
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module". In this module, youth aged 16-21 were asked a series of questions on their 

expectations towards various life dimensions, such as education, employment, and 

family. 

Questions on the likelihood of occurrence of specific life events were present in 

BHPS in the 12th (2002), 13th (2003) (Northern Irish sample only)2 and 17th (2007) wave; 

whilst, Understanding Society asked these questions in the 2nd (2010/2011), 3rd 

(2011/2012), 5th (2013/2014), 7th (2015/2016) and 9th (2017/2018) wave. The new 

waves of UKHLS will contain these questions every two years (for instance, the next 

module will be the 11th, which will be released in 2019/2020). The "young adults' module" 

also asked questions on the age at which young adults want to perform some events in 

their lives, including getting married.  These questions are new and are asked in the 4th 

(2012/2013), 6th (2014/2015), 8th (2016/2017) and 10th (2018/2019) wave. Most of the 

respondents to this module are the "rising 16s", i.e., young adults who were part of a 

surveyed household before turning 16. Before this age, individuals cannot complete the 

main questionnaire, also referred to as the "adult questionnaire". Instead, they can fill in 

the youth questionnaire when they are aged 10-15 (11-15 in BHPS). Part of their 

response path is highlighted in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2: Response route of the "rising-16"   

                        

 

 

3.2 Sample 

The sample consists of rising 16s aged 16-21 at the interview, thereby giving a valid answer 

to the questions presented in the young adults' module. These rising 16s should have 

answered the youth questionnaire in-between their later childhood and early adolescence. 

We selected the earliest observation available in the youth questionnaire. It still concerns a 

                                                             
Waves 1-18, 1991-2009. [data collection]. 13th Edition. UK Data Service. SN: 6614, 
http://doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-6614-14. 

2 Since a condition for being part of the sample is having valid information from the youth questionnaire, 
this wave is discarded. In fact the Northern Irish sample is introduced in wave 13 for the first time. 
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transition period between childhood and adolescence and avoids a likely overlap with 

information collected at age 16, compared to interviews collected later.  All the respondents 

were considered, including the boosts. However, it was not possible to include the Northern 

Irish sample data from wave 13 because they had not been observed before age 16. The 

entire sample consists of 5,905 individuals, corresponding to 10,609 person-years3). 3,196 

individuals present more than one answer to the questions regarding marriage and 

cohabitation expectations, of which 1,737 have two observations, 1,217 three and 242 four. 

Before they turn 16, individuals are, on average, observed nine times4. Some individuals live 

in the same household, most likely as siblings. We computed the percentage of siblings in 

the sample by checking the difference between the person identifiers and the household 

identifiers for each wave (since the household identifiers change in each wave). The average 

percentage is 15.15. The sample presenting information on the age at marriage is smaller 

than the one showing information on the expectations towards the family formation because 

it was asked in fewer waves. Those answering these questions amounted to 4,770 

individuals, resulting in 7,929 person-years (including those who answered "don't know" or 

gave a proxy interview or non-valid answer).   

 

3.3 Dependent variables 

The dependent variables concern questions on young adults' expectations. We focused on 

questions regarding the family transitions of young adults, that is, entry into marriage or 

cohabitation, and marital age. Family transitions expectations were asked in the form of 

subjective probabilities. The text introducing the questions was the following: "On a scale 

from 0% to 100%, where 0% means 'No chance of happening' and 100% means 'Totally 

likely to happen', please tell me how likely it is that the following events will happen in your 

life in the future. If any of the following events have already happened, just let me know". 

Regarding the family transitions, young adults were specifically questioned about the 

likelihood to "marry at some time" 6 or to "live unmarried with a partner" 7.  

If the young adults had already experienced the event, they were given the value of 

100 (certainty). 207 young adults experienced a cohabitation during the panel; 49 a 

marriage. If we dropped these observations, we would underestimate the relationship 

between socioeconomic status and expectations. Following the literature on expectations, 

                                                             
3 We refer to observarion with a valid weight, i.e. different from zero or with no missing values.  
4 The median value coincides with the mean one. Values amount to 10 years if only those 
observations with positive weights are considered.  
5 Computations for each wave are present in the appendix ( 

Table A 1).   
6 Since wave 5 of UKHLS, the text is "marry (or form a civil partnership) at some time" 
7 Other questions regarded fertility: likelihood "to have one child" or "to have several children". This last 
question was asked only from the 17th wave of BHPS.  
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we considered those answering "don't know" as answering 50. This digit may 

represent either a moderate event probability or a sign of uncertainty, equivalent to 

"don't know" (Fischhoff and De Bruin, 1999). This type of uncertainty is called 

epistemic uncertainty and is generated by the absence of a precise probability of the 

event distribution in people's minds (Hurd, 2009). Epistemic uncertainty was the key 

concept to combine marriage and cohabitation expectations8. Before joining the two 

types of expectations, we defined the expectations strictly below 50 as “low”; the 

ones strictly above “high”; finally, the ones equal to this value “uncertain”. If we used 

all the potential combinations of the expectations, there would be nine groups, some 

presenting a tiny sample size, e.g. (f) and (g) in Table 1, due to the skewness of the 

expectations distribution (see the Results section). To avoid an excessive reduction 

of the sample size in certain cells, we grouped some categories.  

The grouping was challenged by choosing where to locate the categories with 

a fifty-value, potentially neutral. We decided to create a specific category for those 

who expressed a 50-value in both the expectations. Then, we merged those 

expressing an uncertain or a low expectation towards one of the two partnership 

forms, e.g., those expressing an expectation for cohabitation equal or below 50 were 

paired into the category "low or equal to 50". Thereby, we assumed that uncertainty 

would be mainly associated with a negative attitude towards forming a certain kind 

of partnership. However, we also performed a robustness check by combining 

expectations of 50 with those above this threshold. In this way, we would understand 

whether it is more the inequality or the fifty value in driving the relationships of 

interest.   

The final variable presents five categories: high expectations for both 

marriage and cohabitation; high expectations for marriage and low or uncertain for 

cohabitation; high expectations for cohabitation and low or uncertain for marriage; 

low expectations for both marriage and cohabitation; uncertain expectations for both 

types of partnerships. The first four categories resemble the following scenarios: 

premarital cohabitation, direct marriage, lifelong cohabitation and lifelong singlehood. 

However, it is essential to highlight that this classification is not absolute and is picked 

to orientate the reader better during the interpretation of the results. In fact, young 

adults did not express a sequential order between marriage and cohabitation and it 

is unknown whether they have completely ruled out the possibility of experiencing a 

potential outcome by stating that it is unlikely.  

                                                             
8 Alternatively, we could have chosen a simple relative measure stating which expectation was higher 

between the two, but this choice would neglect the absolute value, which is crucial in a distribution very 
skewed towards high values and mainly concentrated at specific values (as shown in the results section). 

 



17 

 

 
Table 1: Distribution of all the possible combinations of the categories of  
expectation using 50 as the threshold to indicate low, high and uncertain 
 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS (person-years=10,609) 

 

We also explored the expectations regarding the age at marriage. The text of 

the question was the following: "At what age do you want to get married?". If 

individuals did not want to get married, they were given a value of zero. The immigrant 

and ethnicity boost introduced in the 6th wave (IEMB) was not asked this question 

and was given (-10) as a value. The outcome, i.e. age at marriage, is continuous. 

However, we treat it as discrete due to the presence of those who answered that they 

did not want to get married or did not know the exact age (although we cannot exclude 

that they referred to marital age in general). Finally, we also created a category for 

those who left a non-valid answer (but a valid interview). Young adults expressing a 

valid value for marital age were divided into those wishing to marry before turning 25 

(the modal age) or after.    

 

3.4 Independent variables 

 

Parental occupational class during adolescence 

All the three key independent variables are measured at the first valid 

observation in the youth questionnaire, ranging between 10 and 15. Therefore, we 

generically refer that the variable was measured during the individual's adolescence. 

The reason for measuring all the three variables at the first interview in the youth 

questionnaire are two. First, college/university aspirations were asked in the youth 

Category Unweighted person-years Weighted person-years (%) 

(a) Cohabitation and marriage 
expectations equal to 50 

1,040                            10.13 

(b) Both above 50 5,086 50.79 

(c) Both below 50 527   4.97 

(d) Cohabitation equal to 50, 
marriage above or equal 50 

 933   8.76 

(e) Marriage equal to 50, cohabitation 
above 50 

 574   5.72 

(f) Cohabitation equal to 50, marriage 
below 50 

 212   2.31 

(g) Cohabitation below 50, marriage 
equal to 50 

  231    1.72 

(h) Cohabitation below 50, marriage 
above 50 

1,588    11.43 

(i) Marriage below 50, cohabitation 
above 50 

418       4.17 
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questionnaire only, and we would like the mediated variable and the mediators 

to be measured simultaneously. Second, we wanted to avoid shrinking the 

sample too much by limiting our observation to those who entered at a 

particular age. In fact, if we were to restrict our sample to those having an 

observation at the earliest age possible, we would have to rely on 18% of the 

weighted sample. 

Table 2: Distribution of individuals according to when they first joined the sample 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS (person-years=10,609) 

 

Parental socioeconomic status 

The parental socioeconomic status was operationalised through parental 

occupational class (Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2013) and measured when the young 

adult was observed in the youth questionnaire for the first time. We followed a 

dominance approach, which is quite common in the literature (Erikson, 1984). The 

highest category of occupation was taken irrespective of the gender of the parent. 

We will call the parent to which the parental class refers to as "dominant parent". If 

both parents belonged to the same class, since we only have a broad three-way 

categorisation, we assigned the parental class of both parents9. If a step-parent was 

present in the household alongside a biological parent, the occupational class of the 

biological parent was considered. If both parents were absent, young adults were not 

considered part of the analysis due to the impossibility of classifying their parental 

class (225 person-years). 

To operationalise the occupational class, we used the National Statistics 

Socio-Economic Classification, better known as NS-SEC. Based on the Goldthorpe 

class schema, the NS-SEC is a socioeconomic classification that aggregates 

individuals into socioeconomic classes (or groups) based on their occupation, 

classified according to the Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) and their 

employment relations and conditions. This classification goes beyond the sole 

                                                             

9 Our approach is more trivial than the one used by Erikson, since we have only three ranked 
general categories. In the original approach, there is possibility of distinguishing the dominant 
parent, even when both parents belong to the same NS-SEC class.  

Age 
Unweighted person-years Weighted person-years (%) 

10 571 17.91 

11 768 20.55 

12 561 15.18 

13 445 22.77 

14 477 10.70 

15 612 12.90 
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employment type and the necessary skills to perform it, to include the work situation (income, 

security and prospects for economic advancement) and labour market situation (system of 

authority and control at work). What distinguishes this socioeconomic classification from the 

ones that sociologists previously developed is its empirical validation. Therefore, even 

though the employment relations described by NS-SEC are similar to those of the 

Goldthorpe schema or the Cambridge Scale, it is quite likely that the occupational categories 

falling in the NS-SEC classes are different from those in other classifications (Pevalin and 

Rose, 2002).  

We used three ranked categories of occupational class: managerial and professional, 

intermediate and routine and manual. To classify those long-term unemployed parents, we 

considered the respondent's last occupation, if available10. Those living with a dominant 

parent whose class was never-employed were merged with those with a routine/semi-routine 

background. The resulting class was called the "least advantaged". 

 Apart from NS-SEC, other measures were available to measure class in both BHPS 

and UKHLS. Pure statistical measures were the Registrar General’s Social Class (RGCS), 

the Socioeconomic Groups (SEG) and Social Grade Scheme used for market research 

(MRS). Alternative sociological classifications include the Goldthorpe schema or Cambridge 

scales. Finally, occupational classifications, such as the Standard Socioeconomic 

Classification (SOC), which specifically refer to the British context, or the ISCO, International 

Standard Classification of Occupations, were used to harmonise occupations worldwide. We 

did not consider other measures because they were not available for UKHLS data, apart 

from SOC and ISOC (but their use disappeared progressively to give space to the NS-SEC 

classification). Moreover, the NSSEC represents a combination of both occupational and 

sociological classifications, thereby combining their theoretical and empirical foundations. 

We also implemented further analyses using alternative measures to the parental 

socioeconomic class, i.e. parental education and current household income (for those living 

with their parents). Education could be considered the most frequent alternative to parental 

class, even though class is seen as more naturally connected to economic resources. 

Instead, education is more representative of educational resources, i.e. academic 

socialisation (ibidem), especially when class is controlled and educational outcomes are 

considered. In our case, one of the mediators represents an education-related mechanism 

(Bukodi and Goldthorpe, 2013).  Household income appears, instead, a volatile measure, 

                                                             

10 We could also have combined the long-term unemployed and the never-employed, as 

indicated in the original classification of Pevalin and Rose (2002). However, we used this 
alternative method to distinguish mothers who had never worked from the ones who did. This 
distinction would be particularly motivated in the case of single mothers, as those who had 
never been employed could identify a significantly disadvantaged group.  
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which could be easily used for the short-term measuring of financial insecurity; 

whereas, occupational class seems to be a more long-term concept (ibidem).  

 

College/university aspirations and family structure during adolescence 

To operationalise educational aspirations, we used the aspirations towards 

going to college or university in the first available observation in the youth 

questionnaire11. This variable was asked to respondents aged 10–15 in both BHPS 

and UKHLS youth questionnaires considered in this analysis. BHPS asked this 

question from its eighth wave on, whereas, in UKHLS, it was included in each wave.  

Since both BHPS and UKHLS are household surveys, we identified the 

characteristics of the family type in which the individual was living when she/he first 

answered the youth questionnaire. The most frequent typology included young adults 

who were living with both married parents. Other family typologies consisted of both 

cohabiting parents, a household with only one parent (lone-parent families) and 

residual categories of family arrangements, e.g. youth living with grandparents or not 

living with a parent or a relative. To operationalise family structure, we decided to 

contrast the normative type of living arrangement, i.e. a nuclear family with both 

married parents, to the other types mentioned above. This result highlights that 

marriage, in the UK, is still the preferred arrangement to raise children.  

To avoid too small groups, we did not distinguish between biological and 

nonbiological parents, especially cohabiters. In fact, from our computations, 60% of 

parents who were cohabiters during their youth adolescence were step-families (501 

person-years), as opposed to only 9% among married parents (712 person-years). 

We, however, performed a sensitivity analysis to verify whether this different 

specification of family structure could disrupt the results. 

 

Controls  

We also introduced independent variables to control for important socio-

demographic characteristics. We considered the respondents' current employment 

status, distinguishing between whether they were employed, unemployed, inactive 

or a student. In the case of lacking information, we also included a missing category. 

Following the standard definition, we considered those who did not have a job but 

were actively looking for it unemployed. In contrast, we defined inactive those without 

a job and not looking for one. Students were identified using the self-defined 

employment status. Using only variables on the labour force status, we noticed that 

                                                             
11 We could also have the possibility of checking parents' aspirations for children's education, in particular how 
important it was, for parents, to pursue GCSE or A-levels. Since this variable was asked only in certain wave of 
UKHLS, we would have significantly missed sample size.  
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some of those defining themselves as full-time students resulted in being employed, 

probably due to the tendency of students to perform part-time or casual jobs during the 

university. 

We also included an indicator for age, which was dichotomised into those who were 

less than 20 years old and those above, gender and foreign status, i.e. whether the person 

was born in the UK or not (we also kept one category for the missing information). We also 

added a categorical variable checking the historical period in which the interview took place. 

Categories for the historical period were: before 2010 (containing the BHPS waves collected 

in 2002, 2003, 2007), between 2010 and 2013 (comprising the UKHLS waves whose 

collection started in 2010, 2011, 2013) and, finally, after 2013 (involving waves whose 

collection began in 2015 and 2017).  

Furthermore, we considered the type of religion to which the respondent belonged. 

Respondents were classified based on whether they had no religion, were Christians, 

Muslims, Jews, members of an Oriental faith, such as Buddhist, Sikh or Hindu, or followed 

other faiths. The question on religion was not asked in the waves of BHPS that we 

considered for our analysis12. We filled this information with the one collected in the waves 

before the respondent answered the question on expectations. We could not fill in the entire 

observations, as some of the respondents were not present in the waves when the question 

was asked. Consequently, we also included a missing category.  

A variable measuring self-rated health was also introduced, as some young adults 

may have health-related concerns undermining their prospects of forming a partnership in 

the future. The variable is a scale ranging from 1 (very good) to 4 (bad)13. We also included 

two variables indicating whether the respondent was living with no siblings, up to two, or 

more than two; and, whether he or she had children.  

 

3.5 Analytical strategy  

Multivariate linear regression (OLS regression) 

 

We first used OLS regressions to analyse the relationship between parental socioeconomic 

status and marriage and cohabitation expectations (Wooldridge, 2016).  

The estimated models have the following specification:  

𝐹𝑎𝑚𝑖𝑙𝑦 𝑒𝑥𝑝𝑒𝑐𝑡𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠 =  𝛽0 + 𝛽𝑖 ∗ 𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑎𝑙 𝑆𝐸𝑆𝑖 + 𝛾 ∗ 𝑧𝑖 +  𝜀𝑖    𝑖 = 1, … 𝑛 

                                                             
12 The waves of BHPS in which the question was asked were: 1, 7, 9, 11, 14 and 18.  
13 The variables originally consisted of five categories but were, then, recoded to guarantee a 
harmonisation between the surveys.   
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An OLS regression coefficient denotes how much, on average, family expectations vary, 

when a specific covariate changes by one unit or by one category (relative to a reference 

category), everything else being equal. Since some of the OLS assumptions are rarely met 

in empirical studies14, we clustered the standard errors at the identifier level to adjust for 

potential heteroskedasticity or non-normality of the residuals. The clustering of the robust 

standard errors allows adjusting for the within-cluster correlation due to repeated 

observations within the same individual (StataCorp, 2021). The OLS regression models and 

the ones that will follow are weighted (using cross-sectional weights) to consider the survey 

complex structure. We also rescaled the weights to give an even representation in terms of 

size of the waves (UKHLS are bigger in size than BHPS)15. 

 

Multinomial logit regression 

The relationship between the covariates and the variable combining marriage and 

cohabitation expectations16 or representing marital age was modelled through a multinomial 

logit regression. The model was specified as follows:  

𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑡(𝜋𝑗) = 𝑙𝑜𝑔 (
𝜋𝑗

𝜋𝐽

) = 𝛼𝑗+𝛽𝑗𝑿𝒋 

The ratio (
𝜋𝑗

𝜋𝐽
), also called "odds ratio" or "relative risk ratio"17, contrasts the probability of 

occurrence event j relative to the probability of occurrence of event J. In the case of family 

transitions expectations, J was "premarital cohabitation" and j "direct marriage", "lifelong 

singlehood", "lifelong cohabitation", "uncertainty on both partnership types". Regarding 

marital age, the reference category J consisted of those who expected to marry after turning 

25 and j by those expecting to marry before 25, those who did not know about marital age 

(or are uncertain about marriage itself) and those who rejected marriage. The notation in 

terms of log-odds can also be substituted through a more immediate probability notation in 

terms of probabilities, whose formula is (Agresti, 2007: p.176): 

  

𝜋𝑗 =
𝑒𝛼𝑗+𝛽𝑗𝑥

∑ 𝑒𝛼ℎ+𝛽ℎ𝑥𝐽
ℎ=1

    𝑗 = 1, … . 𝐽 

 

                                                             
14

 Estimators from an OLS regression are consistent and efficient if a series of assumptions are met (Wooldridge, 2016):  

1) Linearity: the relationship between predictors and the outcome variable should be linear;  
2) Random sampling: data are randomly distributed,  

3) No perfect multicollinearity among variables; 

4) Zero conditional mean: 𝐸(𝒖|𝑿) = 𝟎; 

5) Homoskedasticity: the variance of the errors is constant 𝑉𝑎𝑟(𝒖|𝑿) =  𝝈𝟐;  

6) Normality of the errors: 𝒖~𝑵(𝟎, 𝝈𝟐) (this hypothesis is not required for large samples).  

15 https://iserredex.essex.ac.uk/support/issues/414 
16 Categories are obtained from a numerical division, but, as a matter of fact, they are not ordered.  
17 As noted by Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal (2012), when using software like Stata, this ratio is defined 
as "relative risk ratio".  
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Mediation analysis 

 

We used mediation analysis to measure the proportion of the total effect of parental 

socioeconomic status (𝑿) on family expectations18 (𝒀) explained by family structure and 

educational aspirations, i.e. the mediators (𝑴). A graphical representation of mediation 

analysis can be seen in Figure 3.  The mediation analysis decomposes the total effect, i.e. 

the relationship between 𝑿 and 𝒀 – irrespective of mediators – (path c) (Steyer et al., 2014), 

into two effects, direct and indirect. The direct effect describes the parts of the total effect 

that are not transmitted through the mediators 𝑴 (Steyer et al., 2014: p.607) (path c'). The 

indirect effect describes the components of the total effect of 𝑿 on 𝒀 that are not direct but 

are explained through mediator(s) (Steyer et al., 2014: p.607). The indirect effect consists of 

the product of two components: one that relates 𝑿 to 𝑴 (path a) and one that connects 𝑴 to 

𝒀 (path b). 

The percentage mediated is given by the ratio between the indirect effect (if Z>1 and 

categorical, as in our case, the percentage mediated by each mediator category) over the 

total effect. We computed the percentage mediated only for sizable total effects, i.e. 

significant at the 5% level. If we calculated this statistic for effects close to zero, i.e. 

completely mediated in the analysed population, we would risk very large hard-to-explain 

effects. They would be likely to go beyond 1 or 100 (if measured in percentage) because of 

the small total effect size; and/or be negative due to the higher tendency of completely 

mediated effects to show spurious suppression effects19 (Shrout and Bolger, 2002). 

However, we are aware that some literature argues that considering only statistically 

significant effects should be regarded with caution (ibid.).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
18 Marriage and cohabitation expectations, both separated and combined, and age at marriage. 
19 Suppression effects occur when direct effects have the opposite sign to the indirect effect or other 
mediating mechanisms (MacKinnon et al., 2007).  



24 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Mediation analysis framework 

 

 

 

Path diagram for the single-mediator model. Note. X= the independent  

variable, Y= the dependent variable, and M= the mediating variable. The mediation 

model decomposes the total effect of X on Y (c), into two parts:  

the indirect effect of X on Y, quantified by ab (the product of a and b), and 

the direct effect of X on Y with the effect of the mediator removed, quantified 

by c′. c = ab + c′ 

 

Source (including text): Fairchild and MacKinnon (2008) 

 

The method used to perform the mediation analysis is the "Karlson-Holm-

Breen" decomposition (from the surnames of the creators), more commonly referred 

to as KHB decomposition20 (Breen et al., 2012). The KHB decomposition compares 

the coefficients of a "reduced model" (equivalent to the total effect) regressing family 

expectations on parental SES and controls without mediators with the ones of a "full 

model" (equivalent to the direct effect), also considering mediators, i.e. family 

structure and college aspirations during adolescence. The indirect effect would be 

                                                             
20 In Stata, the imp lementation has been also handled by U.Kohler.  
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the difference between the reduced and full models' parental SES coefficients in the linear 

regression case. In the nonlinear case, i.e. multinomial logit, obtaining the indirect effect 

would not be equally smooth because the inclusion of the mediators could change the 

coefficients of 𝑿  regardless of their correlation with 𝑿 (non-collapsibility). It is a sufficient 

condition that the mediators are correlated with 𝑿 (Kohler et al., 2011: p.421). The KHB 

method guarantees a correct comparison of the total and direct effect. In fact, KHB rescales 

the mediators by adding to the model unadjusted for mediators the residuals of the linear21 

regression of 𝑴 on 𝑿, instead of 𝑴 (Kohler et al., 2011). To compute the mediation analysis 

through the KHB decomposition, we used the user-written command khb in Stata (Kohler et 

al., 2011).  We relied on the khb command in the linear case, even though the computations 

"by hand" were pretty straightforward. In this way, we had a precise quantification of the 

percentages of the indirect effect explained by each category of the mediators more easily. 

4 Results  

4.1 The distribution of the dependent variables 

Marriage and cohabitation expectations  

 

Figure 4 shows that the distribution of marriage expectations is highly skewed 

towards values going beyond 49, especially 50 and 100. In the literature, these points are 

called "focal points". Instead, the distribution of cohabitation expectations presents a much 

higher density at the 0-value. Individuals generally tend to focus their judgments on numbers 

ending by zero (tens) or by five, most likely to simplify their reasoning. The literature refers 

to the spike at 50 as "middle-point endorsement". It is generally considered a sign of 

uncertainty, equivalent to a "don't know" (Fischhoff and De Bruin, 1999). From these results, 

it is visible that young adults tend to be more confident towards the likelihood of entering a 

marriage than the one of cohabiting.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             

21 In the case of categorical mediators, the KHB decomposition still uses a linear regression (Breen 
et al., 2012). 
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Figure 4: Distribution of the expectations towards family transitions  

 

Source: own unweighted computations from BHPS and UKHLS (Person-years=10,609) 

 

Marital age  

 

The histogram in Figure 5 shows the distribution of the values of the expected 

age at marriage. As shown from this figure, the distribution of marital age 

expectations is bimodal, meaning that there are two most frequent values, i.e. 25 and 

30. These values represent critical normative thresholds for the transition into adult 

age (Arnett, 2000). These are the values expressed by those positively expecting to 

marry in their life. However, a high percentage of individuals state that they do not 

know a potential age at marriage (19.66%). A minor percentage indicates that they 

do not want to marry (5.79%) or have missing values (9.35%). For our analysis, we 

exclude the latter category as not particularly informative.  
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Figure 5: Distribution of expected marital age  

 

Source: own unweighted computations from BHPS and UKHLS (Person-years=10,609) 

 

Through Table 3, we verify the internal consistency of the answers to both 

questions. Table 3 shows the cross-tabulation of marriage expectations and marital 

age within the subsample of those who answer both questions. Since individuals did 

not answer the two questions in the same waves but with a one-year lag, we paired 

the answer on age with the answer on expectations in the previous wave. In this 

way, we could maximise the number of matches. Table 3 reports that the great 

majority of those expressing a precise marital age have expressed a marital 

expectation above 75 (73.7% for "Less than 25" and 62.12% for "25+"). Among 

those stating that they do not want to get married, 78.6% declared a lifelong marital 

expectation less than or equal to 50. The most ambiguous category is "Don't know", 

as most respondents in this category have declared expectations equal to 50 

(25.76%) or and between 76 and 100 (42.69%). This ambiguity could be motivated 

by the fact that "don't know" could refer to both the marital age and the event per 

se.  
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Table 3: Cross-tabulation of marriage lifelong expectations and age at marriage preferences (row 
%) 
 

 

Marriage expectations  
 

[0,25] [26;49] 50 [51,75] [76,100] 

Age at marriage       
Less than 25 3.57 1.46 10.55 10.71 73.7 

25+ 4.05 3.25 13.07 17.51 62.12 

No marriage 35.75 10.5 24.5 12 17.25 

Don't know 9.7 5.25 25.76 16.61 42.69 

Source: own calculation from BHPS and UKHLS (5,064 person-years) 

 

 

The distribution of the key independent variables: parental class, college 

aspirations  and family structure 

 

Table 4shows the distribution of parental socioeconomic class during 

adolescence22. Parents in managerial and professional occupations are the 

ones with the highest weighted frequency in the sample (43.9%), followed by 

those with routine class (31.8%) and those with intermediate positions 

(21.9%). Parents who have never been employed during their children's 

adolescence represent 2.4% of the sample (321 person-years), of which 

single mothers represent nearly 80%.  

Table 4 also shows that the mediator on family typology presents a 

majority of married parents (66.6%), followed by lone parents (22.6%) and 

cohabiting parents (9.2%). Moreover, most young respondents aspire to go 

to college in the future (74.5%). 

 

Table 4: Distribution of the variables of interest during adolescence: parental  
NS-SEC class and mediators  
 

NS-SEC parental class Unweighted person-years Weighted person-years 
(%) 

Managers and professionals 4,690 43.9 
Intermediate 2,271 21.9 
Least advantaged 3,661 31.8 
Family structure   
Two married parents 7,181 66.6 
Two cohabiting parents     879   9.2 
Lone parents 2,395 22.6 
Others     167    1.6 
College aspirations   

                                                             
22 All the statistics are referred to biggest sample possible, that is the one considering the 

computation of the family expectations (not age).  
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No (don’t know) 2,403 25.5 
Yes 8,219 74.5 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS data (person-years=10,609) 
 

Table 5 shows that most sample observations are aged 16-18 (almost 80%). This 

disproportion is likely generated by the sample construction based on "rising 16s", who 

present one or two observations at most. Consequently, employment status presents a 

significant majority of observations that are students (more than 60%). Instead, employed 

represent a moderate part of the sample (not even 30%); unemployed and inactive a minor, 

yet consistent, share (together, around 10%). As expected, due to the age and occupational 

composition of the sample, its overwhelming majority does not have children (around 98%). 

Most of them have one or two siblings (60.54%).  

The majority of the sample has been interviewed after 2010 (80%), denoting that 

the frequency of this question was higher in UKHLS than BHPS. Most of the sample 

consists of females (52%) and native-born individuals (82%). More than half of the sample 

declares that it is not religious (55.59%) or presents a missing value (20.54%)23. Among 

those belonging to a religion, Christians represent 16.52%, followed by Muslims (5.02%), 

those belonging to an Oriental faith (1.61%) and, finally, Jews (0.32%). Almost 90% of the 

interviewed young adults (88.54%) report having very good or good health.  

 

Table 5: Distribution of the control variables  
 Unweighted person-years Weighted person-years 

Employment status   

Employed 2,588 28.60 

Unemployed     484    5.07 

Inactive     486    4.88 

Student 6,957 60.45 

Missing       94    0.99 

Age group   

16-18 6,801 62.24 

19-21 3,808 37.76 

Sex   

Male 5,036 51.87 

Female 5,573 48.13 

Foreign status   

Born in the UK 8,182 81.58 

Not born in the UK 401   3.21 

Missing 2,026 15.21 

Historical period   

Before 2010 1,127 23.12 

2010-2013 5,240 34.87 

2015-2017 4,242 42.01 

                                                             

23 The large presence of missing values may be due to the fact that questions regarding religion were 
asked to the whole sample in few waves.  
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Religion   

No religion 5,807 60.23 

Christian 1,799 19.08 

Muslim 761   3.46 

Oriental 249   1.60 

Jewish 29   0.49 

Other 45   0.45 

Missing 1,919 14.70 

Number of siblings   

0 2,701 24.69 

1-2 6,442 63.47 

>2 1,466 11.84 

Presence of biological children   

No 10,405 97.95 

Yes 204   2.05 

Self-rated health   

Very good 6,550 56.66 

Good 2,979 31.82 

Fair 788   8.64 

Bad  164   1.99 

Missing 128   0.89 

Coresidence with parents   
Yes 9,909 94.33 
No 700   5.66 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS (person-years=10,609) 

 

4.2 Analytical results  

The comment on the results is organised as follows. We first explore the 

relationship between parental socioeconomic class and family transitions 

expectations as separate outcomes, i.e. H1. Then, we analyse the marital and 

cohabitation expectations combined, i.e. H2. Finally, we focus on the association 

between parental socioeconomic status and marital age expectations, i.e. H3. 

Afterwards, for each analysis, we explore whether the family structure and 

educational aspirations, i.e. the hypothesised mediators, explain this relationship, i.e. 

H4 and H5. Meanwhile, we also investigate, for each hypothesis, whether there are 

gender or historical time differences in the total effect. 

In practice, we first analyse the total effect, i.e. the relationship in a model 

without mediators, of parental class on family expectations for each hypothesis. 

Then, we consider whether the hypothesised mediators have an indirect effect, i.e. 

reduce, either partly or completely, the total effect. The mediation analysis is 

conducted step wisely, meaning that we first investigate the models in which the two 

hypothesised mediators are introduced separately and, then, together. Third, if the 

total effect is statistically significant at the 5%, we examine the percentage explained 

by each mediator.  
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4.2.1 Analysis of the total effect of parental socioeconomic class on family 

expectations 

Table 6 (a) presents the results from the OLS regressions relating parental 

socioeconomic class to cohabitation and marriage expectations when kept separated (full 

model including controls is in Table A 3). Marriage expectations of young adults from the least 

advantaged parental classes are lower than those from a managerial parental class. Ceteris 

paribus, being in the least advantaged parental class, is associated with marriage 

expectations that are, on average, 6.44 points (on a scale from 0 to 100) lower than having 

a managerial parental class (p<0.01). The marginal effect of the intermediate parental class 

is, instead, not statistically significant and very close to 0, precisely 0.30.  

Results show a non-significant effect of parental NS-SEC class on cohabitation 

expectations. However, it is worth mentioning that those with the least advantaged parental 

class during their adolescence present a negative coefficient and those from an intermediate 

parental class a positive one, albeit limited in magnitude. In sum, H1 is confirmed, i.e. less 

advantaged young adults are significantly less likely to expect to ever marry in their life but 

not to ever cohabit.  

Table 6 (a): Estimated OLS coefficients from a model regressing parental socioeconomic marriage and  
cohabitation expectations separated (results on controls are shown in Table A 3) 
 (1a) (1b) 

 

Marriage 
Expectations  

(scale of units from 0 to 100) 

Cohabitation 
Expectations 

 (scale of units from 0 to 100) 

Parental socioeconomic class (ref. 
managerial and professional)     

Intermediate 0.30    (0.80) 1.21   (0.87) 

Least advantaged -6.44**(0.80) -1.24  (0.81) 

Table 6 (b): Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental socioeconomic status on marriage and cohabitation 
expectations combined (results on controls are shown in Table A 4) 

 
2.a 2.b 2.c 2.d 

Parental socioeconomic class (ref. 
managerial and professional) 

“Direct 
Marriage” 

vs 

"Premarital 
cohabitation" 

“Lifelong 
cohabitation” 

vs 

"Premarital 
cohabitation" 

“Lifelong 
singlehood” 

vs 

"Premarital 
cohabitation" 

“Uncertain 
about both” 

vs 

"Premarital 
cohabitation" 

Intermediate 0.94 (0.09) 1.07   (0.13) 0.98     (0.13) 1.02   (0.12) 

Least advantaged 0.89 (0.08) 1.62**(0.18) 2.24**(0.24) 1.74**(0.18) 

Table 6 (c): Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental socioeconomic class with marital age expectations (result s 
on controls are shown in Table A 5) 

  3.a 3.b 3.c 

Parental socioeconomic class (ref. 
managerial and professional) 

 "Less Than 25" 
vs 

"More than 25" 

"No Marriage" 
vs 

"More than 25" 

"Uncertain" 
vs 

"More than 25" 

Intermediate  0.96 (0.12) 1.45*  (0.22) 1.04   (0.09) 

Least advantaged  1.17 (0.14) 1.97**(0.26) 1.37**(0.11) 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS (person-years=10,609) 

Note: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 

(a) The least advantaged category comprises those from "routine and semi-routine backgrounds" and 

"never employed". 

(b) Models are controlled for gender, religion, foreign status, presence of siblings, presence of children, 

employment status, age, historical period, self-rated health status and coresidence with parents.  
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We now investigate H2, which explores whether those with low-SES parent(s) 

have a higher likelihood of expecting "lifelong cohabitation" or "lifelong singlehood" 

and a lower one of expecting "direct marriage", relative to "premarital cohabitation", 

than those with high-SES parent(s). Additionally, we will also comment on the 

category "uncertainty on both types of partnerships", which has not been part of our 

hypothesis.  Table 6 (b) shows the results of the multinomial logit relating parental 

socioeconomic class to the combined categories of marriage and cohabitation 

expectations. As explained in the section on data and methods, the different 

categories of the dependent variables will be referred to as "premarital cohabitation", 

"lifelong singlehood", "lifelong cohabitation", "direct marriage", and "uncertainty about 

both partnership types", depending on the values expressed by the respondents on 

both outcomes. However, these categories describe trends in line with the literature 

and need to be considered with caution. The results in model (2.a) show that being 

brought up in a parental class other than managerial is not significantly related to 

expecting "direct marriage" relative to "premarital cohabitation".  

Models (2.b), (2.c) and (2.d) show relative risk ratios that are statistically 

significant at the 5% and larger than the ones in model (2.b). Those from the least 

advantaged background have twice the likelihood of expecting "lifelong singlehood", 

relative to the "premarital cohabitation", compared to those with a managerial 

parental class (RRR=2.24, p<0.01). Compared to those from more advantaged 

backgrounds, they also have 1.62 times the likelihood of expecting "lifelong 

cohabitation" or 1.74 of "being uncertain about both partnership types" relative to 

"premarital cohabitation" (p<0.01). Across all the outcomes, those with an 

intermediate parental class show statistically insignificant and very close to one 

relative risk ratio.  

After presenting these results, we can state that H2 is mostly confirmed: those 

from less advantaged backgrounds are more likely to expect "lifelong cohabitation", 

"lifelong singlehood", relative to "premarital cohabitation", than their more 

advantaged counterparts. However, we found no significant differences for "direct 

marriage", as opposed to our expectations. Even if we did not make a specific 

hypothesis for the category "uncertainty on both types of partnership", the results 

align with our expectations, as those from disadvantaged backgrounds have milder 

expectations to ever partner than their advantaged counterparts.  

Lastly, Table 6(c) shows the results for the model whose dependent variable 

is marital age expectations, which tests H3. The category with the highest frequency 

is the reference one, i.e. "marital age equal or above 25". Those from the least 
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advantaged parental background have 1.24 times the likelihood of expecting of being 

married by age 24 ("early marital age") than an older age ("later marital age"), compared to 

those with a parental managerial class (model 3.a). The results are, however, not statistically 

significant (p>0.1). Those from the least advantaged parental class have a significantly 

higher likelihood of expecting no marriage and being uncertain about marital age relative to 

those wishing to marry at or after age 25 (RRRs=1.90 and 1.31, p<0.01) (model 3.c and 3.d). 

A similar pattern is also present for those whose parents had never worked up to when they 

were first interviewed in the youth questionnaire, i.e. their adolescence. Those whose 

parental class is intermediate present a more uncertain pattern. The only risk ratio differing 

substantially from one is the one showing that those with an intermediate parental class are 

more likely to expect "no marriage vs later marriage" than those whose parental class is 

managerial and professional. Therefore, H3 is not confirmed because we do not find 

significant socioeconomic differences in the likelihood of expecting either an earlier or later 

marriage. However, as with H2, we see again that those from less advantaged classes are 

more likely to be uncertain about their marital age or expect no marriage. 

 

4.2.2 Mediating mechanisms of parental socioeconomic class on family 

expectations: nested models and percentage mediated 

 

We now focus on testing H4 and H5 for each hypothesis. We first examine through 

nested models, whose coefficients are represented graphically, whether the mediators are 

related to the outcome (𝑀→𝑌)  and whether their introduction follows a reduction in the total 

effects explored in paragraph 4.2.1. Later on, we will also show the effects of the 

intermediate step relating parental class to the mediators (𝑋→𝑀). Each figure in this 

paragraph contains four models: (I) unadjusted for mediators (equivalent to the coefficients 

in Table 6a or relative risk ratios in Table 6b and Table 6c); (II) adjusted for educational 

aspirations; (III) adjusted for family structure; (IV) adjusted for both the hypothesised 

mediators.  

We start with Figure 6, which shows the results of keeping marriage and cohabitation 

expectations separate. Once college aspirations and family structure are introduced in the 

model, their marginal effects are significantly related to marriage and cohabitation 

expectations, as shown from models II, III and IV. Figure 6 shows that, compared to those 

who were residing with married parents during their adolescence, those living with cohabiting 

parents or one parent only present, on average, marriage expectations that are 8.7 and 4.4 

points (out of 100) lower and cohabitation expectations 1.3 and 2.7 points higher than those 

residing with married parents. The results are statistically significant at the 5% level, apart 

from the coefficient relating cohabiting parents to cohabitation expectations. Differently from 
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family structure, the effect of college aspirations is similar for both the expectation 

types. Those not aspiring to college during adolescence have, on average, 

cohabitation and marriage expectations that are, respectively, 3.7 and 2.9 points 

lower than those who do. 

Once college aspirations are introduced in the unadjusted model for marriage 

expectations, the coefficients for parental class vary minimally (model II, panel 

"Marriage expectations"). Instead, when family structure is introduced in the model 

(model III, panel "Marriage expectations"), the coefficient is almost 1.5 points lower, 

thereby showing that, ceteris paribus, family structure explains much more of the total 

effect of socioeconomic class on marriage expectations than college aspirations. 

When both the mediators are introduced in the model, the coefficient for routine 

parental class is 1.7 points less than the one of managerial and professional, which 

is equivalent to subtracting the sum of the mediated effect of family structure and 

educational aspirations in separate models, thereby suggesting that the two 

mechanisms are basically independent from each other. However, the mediation is 

never full, i.e. the estimates in the model unadjusted for mediators (in blue) are never 

completely driven to zero in the adjusted model (in red). The absence of full mediation 

illustrates that parental SES may have a direct effect (i.e., an effect on its own) on 

expectations or that there could be other mediators underlying the relationship 

between parental SES and family expectations, e.g. attitudes, that are not 

considered.  

Even though none of the coefficients in the unadjusted model of cohabitation 

expectations results statistically significant at the 5%, once the covariate for family 

structure is introduced alone in the model (model III), this coefficient is 0.7 points 

lower than the one witnessed in the unadjusted model and significant at the 5% level. 

This shift suggests that family structure acts as a suppressor, meaning that the 

relationship between socioeconomic class and cohabitation expectations goes in the 

opposite direction to the one between family structure and cohabitation expectations. 

In a nutshell, the total effect of the socioeconomic class on cohabitation expectations 

has a negative sign, but the indirect effect (i.e. the portion of the total effect explained 

by the family structure) is positive24.  

 
 
 

                                                             

24 The sign of the indirect effect is positive because it reflects the following mechanism: low-SES 
individuals are more likely to select into alternative living arrangements that are related to higher 
cohabitation expectations. For the total effect agreeing with the indirect effect, low-SES should have had, on 
average, higher cohabitation expectations.  
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Figure 6: Coefficients from OLS regression adjusted and unadjusted for mediators 

 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS 

(a) The red line refers to whether the estimates are significantly different from 0 at the 5% level. Reference 
categories are in parenthesis. Reference category for: (a) family structure is "married parents"; (b) college aspirations 
is "Respondent aspires to go to college/University" (c)parental NS-SEC is "managerial and professionals".  

(b) The "unadjusted" model does not contain mediators (but contains individual controls). The "Aspirations/adj." 

model is adjusted for college aspirations (plus individual controls); the "Family/adj." is adjusted for family structure 
(plus individual controls); the ""Both/adj." is adjusted for both family structure and college aspirations (plus individual 
controls). 

(c) The category "least advantaged" collapses those whose parental class is routine or never employed.  

(d) All the models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of siblings, 

number of biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence with parents.  

 

Figure 7 shows the model having marriage and cohabitation expectations combined 

as the dependent variable. Once the model is adjusted for family structure and educational 

aspirations, the relative risk ratios associating the least advantaged parental class with 

"lifelong cohabitation", "lifelong singlehood", "uncertainty on both partnership types", relative 

to "premarital cohabitation", are reduced, thereby suggesting potential mediation. However, 

they never tend to one (i.e. no effect). The KHB mediation (shown later) identifies unbiasedly 

the percentage mediated.  Figure 7 shows that family structure and educational aspirations 

are significantly associated with family expectations. Compared to those living within married 

couples, those in a cohabiting or single-parent family present a higher likelihood of expecting 
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"lifelong cohabitation", "lifelong singlehood", and "uncertainty about both partnership 

types" than "premarital cohabitation", with the former presenting a more pronounced 

coefficient than the latter ones (in some cases, categories are also not statistically 

significant). The expectations for "direct marriage" present the opposite sign. 

Regarding college aspirations, Figure 7 shows that the willingness of going to 

college, rather than its absence, is related to lower expectations towards "direct 

marriage", "lifelong cohabitation", "lifelong singlehood", "uncertainty about both 

partnership types" (relative to "premarital cohabitation"). 

 

Figure 7: Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental 
socioeconomic class on family expectations combined, adjusted and 
unadjusted for mediators 

 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS 

(e) The red line refers to whether the estimates are significantly different from 0 at the 5% level. Reference categories 
are in parenthesis. Reference category for: (a) family structure is "married parents"; (b) college aspirations is "Respondent 
aspires to go to college/University" (c)parental NS-SEC is "managerial and professionals".  

(f) The "unadjusted" model does not contain mediators (but contains individual controls). The "Aspirations/adj." 
model is adjusted for college aspirations (plus individual controls); the "Family/adj" is adjusted for family structure (plus 

individual controls); the ""Both/adj." is adjusted for both family structure and college aspirations (plus individual controls). 

(g) The category "least advantaged" collapses those whose parental class is routine or never employed.  

(h) All the models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of siblings, 
number of biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence with parents.  

 

Once family structure and educational aspirations are introduced in the model 

having marital age expectations as the dependent variable, the relative risk ratios of 
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the least advantaged parental socioeconomic class are only modestly resized. This happens 

for the outcome categories indicating uncertainty towards the marital age or marriage 

rejection (Figure 8). Results also show that those living in cohabiting families during 

adolescence, rather than married ones, have a higher likelihood of rejecting marriage and a 

higher one of expecting an early marriage (less than 25) relative to expecting marrying at 25 

or older. Further, those living in lone-parent families have a higher likelihood of rejecting and 

being uncertain about marriage than expecting a normative marriage. Those not aspiring to 

college show a higher likelihood of predicting a nonnormative marital age, being uncertain 

about their marital age or rejecting marriage.  

Figure 8: Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental social class on 
marital age expectations, adjusted and unadjusted for mediators 

 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS 

(a) The red line refers to whether the estimates are significantly different from 0 at the 5% level. Reference 

categories are in parenthesis. Reference category for: (a) family structure is "married parents"; (b) college 
aspirations is "Respondent aspires to go to college/University" (c)parental NS-SEC is "managerial and 

professionals".  

(b) The "unadjusted" model does not contain mediators (but contains individual controls). The 

"Aspirations/adj." model is adjusted for college aspirations (plus individual controls); the "Family/adj." is 

adjusted for family structure (plus individual controls); the ""Both/adj." is adjusted for both family structure 

and college aspirations (plus individual controls). 

(c) The category "least advantaged" collapses those whose parental class is routine or never employed.  

(d) All the models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of 

siblings, number of biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence with 
parents.  
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Before showing the results from the KHB decomposition, we now check the 

results of a linear probability model regressing parental class on the mediators 

(𝑋→𝑀) in Figure A 5 – Figure A 7 in the Appendix. The check is indicative, as, in 

nonlinear models, the indirect effect does not exactly match with the product of the 

(𝑋→𝑀) and (𝑀→𝑌) components. All the models show a positive relationship between 

being a parent from the least advantaged class and having lower college aspirations, 

as well as adopting alternative partnership types than marriage, especially lone 

parenthood, which has a coefficient that doubles the others or is even more 

extended. Both (𝑋→𝑀) and (𝑀→𝑌) determine differences in the percentage 

explained by each mediator, within each outcome. Since there are no differences in 

(𝑋→𝑀) across the outcomes from the same model, the differences in the 

percentages mediated across outcomes are likely to result from the size of (𝑀→𝑌). 

Through the KHB decomposition, we can unbiasedly25 quantify how much 

parental class total effect on family expectations is explained by the indicators for 

family structure and educational aspirations, with a detailed quantification of the 

share explained by each mediator category. Since we are presenting the percentage 

mediated (indirect over total effect), we show the decomposition only for those 

coefficients significantly different from zero at the 5%. Therefore, we are not going to 

show the decomposition for the models having cohabitation expectations (model 

1.b), "direct marriage vs premarital cohabitation" (model 2.a) and "less than 25 vs 25 

or more" (model 3.a) as their outcome. We also do not show the decomposition for 

the categories contrasting "intermediate" and "managerial and professional" 

backgrounds, since most results indicate that it does not relate to the outcome in a 

sizable way. The only exception is represented by the category contrasting "No 

marriage vs marriage at 25 or more".  

Table 7 shows the percentage mediated by each category of family structure 

and educational aspirations for the coefficient "least advantaged vs managerial" 

when it is significant at 5%. First, it is visible that the unexplained share of the effect 

is still highly dominant for all the models, suggesting that other mechanisms explain 

the relationship of interest or that the socioeconomic class has an effect on its own, 

or both. The models with the highest percentage explained by both mediators are 

those having as their outcome marital expectations (1.a), "Lifelong cohabitation vs 

Premarital cohabitation" (2.b) and "Uncertainty on marital age vs marriage at 25 or 

older" (3.b) (respectively, 27.36%, 33.01% and 32.41%).  

                                                             

25 We refer to nonlinear models. For linear models, it is indeed straightforward to find the percentage mediated.  
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The mediator with the highest explanatory power across almost all models is the 

category of family structure contrasting lone and married parents, which explains almost a 

third of the total effect of the model (2.b) and a fifth of the total effect of models (1.a) and 

(3.b). All the models (1.a), (2.b) and (3.b) present sizable components (𝑋→𝑀) and (𝑀→𝑌), 

making the effect relatively large. The categories "cohabiting vs married parents" and "not 

aspiring vs aspiring to college" present a lower percentage mediated, amounting to 5–6%. 

The reason for these differences would be the small differences in the probability of adopting 

these living arrangements between low and high-SES parents and the small effects of these 

living arrangements on certain outcomes —e.g. cohabiters in the model (3.b) —. The only 

exception is represented by model (3.b), since college aspirations account for 10.13% of the 

indirect effect. 

 

Table 7: Percentage of the total effect contrasting the "least advantaged vs the most 
advantaged" mediated by family structure and college aspirations for models 

 
Model 1. 

a Model 2. b Model 2. c Model 2. d Model 3. b Model 3. c 

  

Marital  
expectat

ions 
  

"Lifelong 
cohabitation" 

vs  
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

"Lifelong 
singlehood" 

vs  
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

"Uncertainty 
on both" 

vs  
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

"Don't 
know" 

vs 
"25 or 
older" 

"No  
marriage" 

vs 
"25 or  
older " 

Share of total effect due 
to mediators (%):  27.36 33.01 14.19 18.31 32.41 19.68 

       
Share of total effect 
mediated via (%):        
College aspirations       
R. does not aspire to 
go to college (or is 
uncertain)1 5.01 4.68 8.1 5.34 10.13 2.52 

Family structure        
Cohabiting parents2 5.24 6.61 2.28 2.35 -0.72 4.95 

Lone parents 17.28 33.01 4.64 10.76 21.8 12.5 

Other types of families -0.17 0.63 0.00 0.02 1.2 -0.29 
Unexplained share of the 
total effect (%): 72.64 66.99 85.81 81.69 67.59 80.32 

1 R. aspires to go to college 2 Ref. married parents. 
a. Only the decomposition for the coefficients that are statistically significant at the 5% level is considered. 
b. All the models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of siblings, number of 

biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence with parents.  
c. KHB stands for Karlson-Holm-Breen. 

 

Models contrasting the category "Lifelong singlehood" (2. c) and "Uncertainty on both 

partnership types" (2.d) to "Premarital cohabitation", as well as "No marriage" to "Marriage 

at 25 or older" (3. c) have, overall, more modest mediated percentages (respectively, 14.19% 

and 18.31%). For models (2.d) and (3. c), "lone vs married parents" remains the mediator 

with the highest percentage explained, albeit to a lower extent (10–12%). This lower 

percentage, compared to models (1. a), (2. b) and (3. b), is likely given by the modest effect 

of "lone vs married parents" on these outcomes. In model (2. c), college aspirations 

constitute the most relevant mediator, although it still presents a very modest mediated 
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percentage (8.81%).  The limited size of this effect is likely due to the limited 

differences in college aspirations between low-SES and high-SES parents.  

After having quantified the percentage mediated by all the three models, H5 

appears confirmed only when considering specific outcomes; whereas, it is not for 

others. Being raised in a lone parent family, rather than one where both parents are 

married, explains a sizable part of the parental socioeconomic differences in family 

expectations for "lifelong cohabitation vs premarital cohabitation", marriage 

expectations alone and "uncertainty regarding marital age vs normative marital age" 

(20–30%). Lone parenthood has a more moderate role, but still present, in the case 

of the other analysed effects, i.e. the categories indicating "uncertainty regarding both 

partnership types vs premarital cohabitation" and "no marriage vs normative marital 

age " (10–12%). Other types of family arrangements have a much minor mediating 

role (between 0 and 5%).  

H6 is overall not confirmed. Educational aspirations during adolescence are 

quite a weak mediation mechanism, compared to lone parenthood. However, the 

percentage mediated by college aspirations for the category "uncertainty regarding 

marital age vs normative marital age" and "lifelong singlehood vs premarital 

cohabitation", appears more sizable than for the other categories (around 9–10%), 

given the strong effects of this mediator on these outcomes. 

 

Further analyses: gender differences 

First, we investigated whether men and women present differences in their 

predicted expectations of marriage and cohabitation as separate outcomes (levels 

in Table A 7). To explore potential gender differences in the influence of parental 

socioeconomic class on family expectations, we graphed the predicted probabilities 

from models that were equivalent to the ones shown so far, except for a term of 

interaction between parental socioeconomic class and gender. The results are 

present in Figure 9. No gender differences were detected in marriage expectations; 

whereas, women, on average, had higher cohabitation expectations than men (5–7 

points). Both men and women from managerial and intermediate backgrounds had, 

on average, a significantly higher predicted expectation of ever entering a marriage 

in their life than those from less advantaged backgrounds (73.54 vs 67.11 for men 

and 75.42 vs 68.97 for women), with women from disadvantaged backgrounds 

having the same predicted marriage and cohabitation expectations (67.8).  
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Figure 9: Gender differences when marriage and cohabitation expectations are kept 
separated 

 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS 

(a) Models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of siblings, 

number of biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence with parents. 

(b) Confidence intervals are graphed through the Goldstein and Healy (1995) procedure, meaning that 

nonoverlapping confidence interval denotes a difference that is statistically significant, at least, at the 5%. 

 

The findings are confirmed by investigating gender differences in the likelihood of expecting 

a certain combination of union types in Figure A 1a and Figure A 1b (since the reference 

category, i.e. "premarital cohabitation", is graphed separately due to scale issues). According 

to these figures, young men and women from advantaged backgrounds have a higher 

predicted probability of expecting "direct marriage" than those from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, with men presenting higher predicted probabilities than women. In fact,  

among those from disadvantaged backgrounds, women show the same probability of 

expecting "direct marriage" as alternative types of living arrangements (13%). Other 

categories present trends that tend to be common to both genders, with an increased 

probability of expecting alternative living arrangements among those from the least 

advantaged backgrounds. No major gender differences have been detected in the trends 

characterising marital age (Figure A 3a and Figure A 3b), with some exceptions. Men are 

significantly more likely to be uncertain about marital age than women, with disadvantaged 

men having the highest probability. Women have higher expectations towards early marriage 

than men across all parental socioeconomic classes; whereas, men tend to increase this 

probability if they come from more disadvantaged backgrounds (Figure A 3). 
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4.2.3 Further analyses: historical differences (early 2000s and late 2000s/nowadays) 

The major differences by historical period have been witnessed when keeping marriage and 

cohabitation expectations separated in Figure 10: those from disadvantaged backgrounds 

interviewed in the late 2000s have significantly lower marriage expectations than those 

interviewed in the early 2000s (76 vs 65 points).  No such differences have been witnessed 

for cohabitation expectations. Those interviewed in the early 2000s present, on average, 

higher marriage and cohabitation expectations than those interviewed in the subsequent 

historical time.  

When we analyse differences in whether marriage or cohabitation expectations combined 

differ by historical period (Table A 4a and Table A 4b), the findings denote that all the classes 

have increased expectations towards lifelong singlehood in the most recent period. 

However, only the least advantaged have significantly increased their uncertainty about both 

partnership types and decreased in the expectations towards "premarital cohabitation". 

Analyses for the expected marital age cannot be performed, as marital age expectations are 

collected for the most recent period only.  

Figure 10: Historical differences when marriage and cohabitation expectations are kept 
separated 

 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS 

(a) Models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of siblings, 

number of biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence with 

parents. 

(b) Confidence intervals are graphed through the Goldstein and Healy (1995) procedure, meaning that 

nonoverlapping confidence interval denotes a difference that is statistically significant, at least, at the 

5%. 
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4.2.4 Individual controls 

Marriage and cohabitation expectations separated 

The analysis of individual controls in Table A 3  is in line with the literature. First, we 

analyse the aspect that is probably the most theoretically related to parental class, i.e. 

individual employment status. Everything being equal, those who are unemployed or inactive 

present, on average, between 6 and 9 points lower cohabitation and lifelong marriage 

expectations, on a scale from 0 to 100, than those who are employed, thereby signalling that 

not being employed could undermine expectations towards the overall process of 

partnership formation. Being a student is negatively related to cohabitation expectations, 

compared to being in employment, but the effect is much smaller in magnitude than the 

jobless categories. Women have, on average, significantly higher expectations towards both 

marriage and cohabitation, even though the latter define a much more sizable difference 

than the first ones. Religion also influences both marriage and cohabitation expectations 

greatly. Compared to those without religion, religious young adults present, on average, 

between 5 (Christian) and 15 (Muslim) higher points of marriage expectation and between 2 

(Christian) and 40 (Muslim) of cohabitation. Having more than one sibling is negatively 

related to cohabitation but not marriage expectations, and this effect increases with the 

number of siblings increasing. The Presence of biological children increases cohabitation 

expectations, on average, by almost 10 out of 100 points, but not of marriage ones. Being 

older than 18 (19-21) is also positively related to cohabitation expectations, than being 16-

18; whereas, we do not find differences for marriage. Those interviewed in the most recent 

periods have significantly lower expectations towards both partnership types than those in 

the least recent one. Finally, on average, the health status is related to lower expectations 

towards marriage for all the considered levels: the worse the health status, the lower the 

expectations towards marrying. For instance, having a bad health status is related, on 

average, to 14.36 lower points of marital expectations than having a good one. Cohabitation 

expectations are, instead, negatively related to health status only when it is bad (-7.87%, 

p<0.05).   

 

Marriage and cohabitation combined  

We still find results that are generally in line with the theory. Regarding employment 

status, being not employed or inactive, rather than employed, is associated with a higher 

likelihood of expecting other living arrangements than premarital cohabitation, especially 

inactivity, which is always statistically significant at the 1% level. Instead, unemployment 

status presents a relationship that is either statistically insignificant or significant at the 10% 

level. Those who are religious have a higher likelihood of expecting "direct marriage" than 

"premarital cohabitation", compared to those who are not, with Muslims having the largest 
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risk ratio (14.19, p<0.01). However, it is surprising that some of these religious 

categories (e.g. Muslims, Oriental, and others) also have a higher relative likelihood 

of expecting "lifelong singlehood" relative to "premarital cohabitation", than their non-

religious counterparts. Other effects that are evident from Table A 4 regard historical 

period and health status. Those expressing higher expectations for alternative living 

arrangements than "premarital cohabitation" are more likely to belong to the most 

recent periods than before 2010 (even in the category "direct marriage"). Moreover, 

the worse the health status, the higher the likelihood of expecting "lifelong 

cohabitation", "singlehood" and being " uncertain about both partnership types" than 

expecting "premarital cohabitation".   

 

Marital age 

The results refer to the individual controls in Table A 3. As before, we will start 

to comment on the individual controls with the current employment status. 

Unemployed or inactive have between 1.5 and 1.9 times the likelihood of being 

uncertain about the marital age or rejecting marriage, relative to expecting late 

marriage, compared to employed people. Instead, being a student is negatively 

related to predicting early marriage and positively to being uncertain about marital 

age. Being aged more than 18 years old is negatively associated with the 

expectations for each of the considered categories. Contrarily, being religious is 

positively related to the likelihood of expecting a marriage by 24 (especially Muslims 

and Jewish, whose RRRs amount to 4.91 and 6.84) and negatively with categories 

expressing uncertainty or refusal to marry rather than later marriage. Another 

important predictor is the self-defined health status: the worse the health status, the 

higher the chance of not expecting a normative marriage. For instance, compared to 

those who defined their health status as "very good", those feeling good health have 

six times the likelihood of expecting "no marriage" and three times of expecting early 

marriage rather than late marriage. Finally, being a woman is negatively associated 

with uncertainty about marriage (0.60, p<0.05) and positively with expecting early 

marriage (RRR=1.7, p<0.05), rather than a later one. Having children is positively 

related to both the likelihood of expecting no marriage or being uncertain about 

marital age (respectively, RRRs amounting to 4.33, p<0.05, and 2.68, p<0.05).  

4.2.5 Sensitivity analyses 

To understand whether our results could be sensitive to where we fixed the 

fifty-value, we performed a robustness check, which consisted of allocating those 

expressing a fifty-value preference with those above fifty instead of below, contrary 

to the current approach (Table A 8). This check shows that shifting the 50 value with 
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those above 50 does not change the signs of the relative risk ratios and has slight impact on 

their magnitude. As a result of the shift in the 50 category, the relative risk ratios of routine 

parental class in the equation of lifelong cohabitation increase from 1.62 to 2.06. The ones 

of lifelong singlehood decrease from 2.24 to 1.89. The coefficient of routine parental class in 

the direct marriage equation becomes statistically significant at the 10%, whilst it was not 

significant at any conventional level with the previous specification. Nevertheless, its 

magnitude, in absolute terms, is the same as before (around 0.8). Results for the mediation 

analysis lead to similar conclusions, even though the percentage mediated by the category 

"lone vs married parents" in the equation of lifelong singlehood shifts from 33% to 19.6%.  

We also performed a check introducing household income and parental education in 

order to understand whether the effects that are witnessed could be explained in terms of 

these other two covariates. The check on income was performed only on those who were 

living with their parents, as, for those not living with parents, income could have been the one 

of their roommates or partners (Table A 9). When we introduce income in the model, we find 

that it relates positively and significantly at the 1% to both marriage and cohabitation 

expectations and negatively to all the alternative partnership and marital age expectations, 

relative to their reference categories. Using this specification, those from an intermediate 

background now present slightly higher but statistically significant marriage and cohabitation 

expectations than those from managerial backgrounds, which results in lower expectations 

towards "lifelong singlehood" than their counterparts. The coefficient of the least advantaged 

category is also resized (from -6 to -4), which, in the combined outcomes, results in a lower 

relative risk ration of the multinomial equation contrasting "lifelong cohabitation" to "premarital 

cohabitation" (significant at the 10% and not 5%). No major changes are witnessed for the 

equations on marital age.  

With regard to the check on education, we introduced a covariate indicating whether 

the parental education was low-intermediate (GCSE or less, including no qualification), 

advanced (A level), high (at least Bachelor degree) or missing. Parental education was 

operationalised as the education of the parent with the highest level of education, who does 

not necessarily coincide with the parent with the highest socioeconomic class. We first 

focused on a model on education alone to see whether the results were similar to the ones 

of parental socioeconomic class (Table A 10 a,b&c). We find that those with low parental 

education present lower marital expectations and higher expectations towards other forms 

of living arrangements than the normative one, i.e. "premarital cohabitation". They are also 

more likely to expect early marriage, reject it, or be uncertain about it than later marriage. 

Then, we introduced the parental socioeconomic class covariate to see whether one of the 

two variables would change its relationship with the reference outcome (Table A 11 a,b&c). 

With regard to parental socioeconomic class, we do not find differences in how it associates 

with family expectations. The only minor difference regards the coefficient of the equation 
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"direct marriage vs premarital cohabitation", which is now statistically significant. The 

coefficients for parental education tend to be, instead, resized and some of them are 

not statistically significant anymore. Therefore, parental socioeconomic class seems 

a stronger predictor for expectations than parental education.  

Finally, we made two additional checks. We verified whether removing those 

whose parents were never employed could decrease the percentage mediated by 

the covariate of lone parents, as there could be endogeneity given by the fact that 

lone parenthood could lead to never employment and not the reverse. Given the low 

amount of person-years forming the "never employed" class, we did not find 

disruptions in the analysis. We also checked whether another distinction of family 

structure in terms of "biological parents vs step-parent families" (instead of cohabiting 

families vs married) could change the results. We did not find much difference. We 

mostly verified that lone parenthood was the strongest mediator with very similar 

percentages to the ones already witnessed. Apart from minor changes, these checks 

show that the specification selected to define our model is pretty robust.  

5 Discussion 
 

Since the second half of the last century,  Western countries have witnessed 

a strong decrease in marriage rates, a dramatic increase in marital age, and a 

growing diffusion of cohabitation across all the socioeconomic groups, from the 

highest to the lowest (Kiernan, 2002; Bhrolcháin and Beaujouan, 2013). However, 

the diffusion of alternative living arrangements such as lifelong singlehood or 

cohabitation may have occurred differently across socioeconomic groups. In the US 

and Europe, including the UK, there is literature arguing that living arrangements like 

lifelong cohabitation or singlehood may signal economic vulnerability, mostly diffused 

in low-SES groups (Perelli-Harris et al., 2012; Lappegård et al., 2018). Moreover, 

recent literature has highlighted that this socioeconomic gradient may also derive 

from current individual conditions but could also be transmitted intergenerationally, 

e.g. through parental SES (Koops et al., 2017; Brons et al., 2021).  

Given the importance of parental SES on young adults' family behaviours, the 

current study deepened the relationship between parental socioeconomic status and 

the expectations towards family transitions (marriage, cohabitation and their 

combination) and marital age in the UK. The British Household Panel and 

Understanding Society allowed the precious possibility of observing cohabitation and 

marriage expectations together, analysing marital age expectations in detail and 

comparing them across historical periods. Given the context and the focus on 

economic resources, the measure selected to represent parental socioeconomic 
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status was the socioeconomic class, measured through the National Statistics 

Socioeconomic Classification (NS-SEC). Thus, we hypothesised that, by influencing young 

adults' expectations, the parental socioeconomic class could represent a driver of 

differentials in behaviours, which could determine a preselection of individuals into living 

arrangements potentially characterised by socioeconomic disadvantage and social 

exclusion. Given the importance of understanding further the relationship between parental 

SES and young adults' expectations, we also investigated two potential mediating 

mechanisms representing early on conditions in the life course: college aspirations and the 

family structure during adolescence.  

Our results suggest that, in the general population, both marriage and cohabitation 

expectations are very high, even though cohabitation expectations present more uncertain 

values. This finding is in line with US data from Manning et al. (2019), who show that, despite 

the increase in cohabitation rates, cohabitation expectations are still more uncertain than 

marriage ones, thereby denying the basis of a potential retreat from marriage and suggesting 

that either cohabitation expectations may increase as the individual ages or that cohabitation 

is a less planned behaviour than marriage.  However, the findings suggest that an expected 

retreat from marriage may be present within specific socioeconomic groups of the population 

of young adults.  

First, we find that marriage expectations are higher for young adults from wealthier 

backgrounds than young adults with poor early-on conditions. Contrarily, cohabitation 

expectations in the UK do not seem to differ across all the socioeconomic groups, suggesting 

that this living arrangement has become the normative way of entering, at least, the first 

coresidential partnership. The result is also confirmed when the analysis of marriage and 

cohabitation expectations is performed keeping these outcomes combined, consistent with 

our second hypothesis. Those from the least advantaged backgrounds are also more likely 

to express preferences for “lifelong cohabitation”, “lifelong singlehood”, and "uncertainty on 

both partnership types", relative to “premarital cohabitation”, than the most well off. 

Therefore, the decreasing appeal of marriage would not only derive from the increasing 

expectations for "lifelong cohabitation" but also from the lower confidence about the future 

partnership process as a whole.  

These results would be compatible with literature arguing the presence of a perceived 

bar to marriage among the least advantaged strata of the population, which could discourage 

their transition to a higher-order level of commitment as marriage (Edin and Kefalas, 2011; 

Perelli-Harris et al., 2012; Gibson-Davis et al., 2018). This expected marriage bar would not 

only characterise the individual level but would also be at the basis of an intergenerational 

transmission of this "pattern of disadvantage" (Perelli-Harris et al., 2012).  Consistently, 

McLanahan's diverging destinies theory argues that children from more disadvantaged 

backgrounds would be affected in their adult outcomes by the poorer and more unstable 
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environment in which they are raised (McLanahan, 2004; McLanahan and Jacobsen, 

2015). The finding also fits the evidence that, in the British environment, lifelong 

singlehood is compatible with a condition of socioeconomic disadvantage (Demey et 

al., 2013), which may be due to both an expected inability to establish and provide 

for an independent household and the high selectivity of the partnership market 

(Berrington and Diamond, 2000). However, it is important also to highlight the results 

on the uncertainty level characterising the partnership process, which is higher 

among the least advantaged classes than among the most advantaged. This result 

would suggest that young adults from the least advantaged backgrounds are not 

necessarily retreating from marriage but would only be less sure about this possibility.    

The results for marital age also confirm that those from the least well-off 

environments have higher uncertainty towards entering a marriage and a higher 

likelihood of rejecting marriage, relative to expecting a normative marriage at 25 or 

later, than those from the most well-off backgrounds. However, contrary to our 

expectations, we do not find socioeconomic differences in the expectations for early 

marriage relative to late marriage. This result is not necessarily against our 

hypotheses, which assume those with a disadvantaged background are more likely 

to expect a later marital age than those with the most advantaged, but would highlight 

that this group presents substantial heterogeneity. Another explanation is that 

socioeconomic class would be more able to capture the role of parental economic 

resources; whereas, early or late marital age would be more the result of social 

norms. This result would be in line with the robustness checks of models having 

parental education as one of their covariates, which show that having low or 

advanced education, rather than high, is related to lower expectations towards later 

marriage relative to earlier (S. Duncan and Phillips, 2008; Berrington et al., 2015).    

Finally, we have also explored a potential gender and historical period 

dimension. The results show gender differences in the expectations for both 

cohabiting and marrying, among the least advantaged, with women more inclined to 

answer that they expect to both cohabit and marry. Probably, the age gap 

characterising the actual process of union formation makes young women more 

sceptical about the possibility of starting their first coresidential union through a 

marriage. Other suggestions for this result come from the US literature, which shows 

that women are more inclined to feel the economic bar to marriage and postpone 

marriage until they and their partners are economically established. Nevertheless, in 

the meanwhile, they do not reject the expectation of marrying in the future (Gibson-

Davis et al., 2005; Edin and Kefalas, 2011).  With regard to the historical period, we 

find clear evidence that marriage expectations are still high across the analysed 

twenty years, even though there has been evidence of a drop in marriage 
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expectations in the most recent period, in line with the progressive increase of the age at 

marriage and the falling marriage rates (ONS, 2017). Thus, in line with Manning et al. (2019), 

we support the idea that expectations tend to follow less actual behavioural pattern, but we 

would also highlight that they tend to capture the differences occurring in specific population 

sub-groups.  

After verifying the presence of a socioeconomic gradient characterising certain types 

of family expectations, we also explored potential mechanisms that could explain this 

relationship by focusing on conditions characterising the young adults' adolescence. The 

first mechanism was intended to capture academic socialisation (i.e. high SES parents are 

more likely to instil their children college aspirations resulting in wealthier future economic 

expectations, which are more compatible with marriage). The second mechanism 

investigated family structure socialisation (i.e. low-SES parents are more likely to select 

themselves into living arrangements that are alternative to marriage and socialise their 

children with these family types).  

For most of the outcomes, we do not find empirical support for the academic 

socialisation mechanism. The mediated percentages are generally low, highlighting that 

children present aspirations towards going to college only modestly affected by their parental 

socioeconomic status or that their educational aspirations do not influence the outcomes 

strongly. Both conclusions seem valid, given the skewed distribution of college aspirations 

consisting of 75% of respondents aspiring to college and 25% being negative or uncertain. 

This result would align with recent evidence in the UK, suggesting that college aspirations 

among children from low-SES classes are not necessarily low (Berrington et al., 2016; 

Hartas, 2016), contrasting the UK narrative regarding "raising aspirations" of working-class 

young adults (Stahl, 2018). Consistently, in Savage (2015), Lisa McKenzie verified that, 

among working-class individuals, there was quite a disconnection between perceived and 

actual class. This disconnection could be motivated in several ways. First, there has been a 

substantial effort to extend education to children from the least advantaged backgrounds 

after verifying the low performance of working-class children (Demie, 2014). This effort could 

have raised the perception of high educational possibilities among working-class young 

adults, despite the persisting stratified school system characterising this country (Reay, 

2018). A concurrent motivation relies on the role of aspirations. While some interpretations 

of aspirations claim that they are formed through a concrete perception of the constraints 

characterising the individual (Bourdieu et al., 1977); others also argue they rely on desires 

more than reality (Bohon et al., 2006).   

The only two categories very modestly supporting our hypothesis are the one 

contrasting lifelong singlehood to premarital cohabitation and uncertainty about marital age 

to later marriage, mostly due to the strong association between low college aspirations and 

these two outcomes. This result suggests that an expected socioeconomic disadvantage 
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could moderately motivate low expectations towards partnering in general (Demey 

et al., 2013) or increase the uncertainty around it.  

We find some grounds to support the mechanism of family structure 

socialisation. Lone parenthood sizably mediates the relationship between parental 

socioeconomic status and outcomes such as lifelong cohabitation (relative to 

premarital cohabitation) and "uncertainty regarding marital age (or marriage)" 

(relative to "later marriage"). Therefore, lone parenthood would not be necessarily 

related to a complete refusal of marriage but probably more to uncertainty about it. 

Young adults raised within this living arrangement would have a lower possibility of 

being socialised with this institution than those living with biological parents. 

Moreover, they would also be more sceptical about adopting a binding commitment 

as marriage (Amato, 1996; Amato and DeBoer, 2001).  

The small percentage mediated by living with cohabiting parents, despite the 

strong effect this mediator has on both lifelong cohabitation and uncertainty on 

marital age, suggests that low-SES parents only moderately select into cohabitation 

rather than marriage. Two could be the explanations. First, there are too few cases 

for cohabiters to have reliable results because cohabitation is not considered the 

preferred living arrangement to raise children in the UK (ref.). Second, contrary to the 

US, being a cohabiting parent in the UK could also involve positive selection (Di 

Giulio et al., 2019).  

The relationship between parental SES and the categories denoting 

uncertainty regarding both outcome types and lifelong singlehood (vs premarital 

cohabitation), alongside the rejection of marriage (vs later marriage) present less 

sizable mediation percentages. However, it is interesting to notice that, in the last 

category, those living with cohabiting parents were extremely more likely to reject 

marriage in their life than those living with married parents. However, as highlighted 

before, low-SES parents are slightly more likely to live in cohabiting families than 

high-SES. Nevertheless, it is worth noticing that the unexplained component is still 

prevalent and gives space to hypothesise other mediators of this relationship, e.g. 

attitudes, or a direct effect of class on expectations.  

The results on current household income show that this last explanation is 

important, as differences in household income can account for part of the effect of 

class on expectations, suggesting that the role of economic resources is key in 

defining the positiveness and the certainty of family expectations. This conclusion is 

strengthened by the weakened effect of parental education in the same model with 

parental class, which suggests most of the results may be interpreted in terms of a 

lack of resources. Given the presence of other questions on young adults' 

occupational or educational expectations, it would be interesting to further research 
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whether these differences are only related to family expectations or whether they 

characterise other aspects of young adults' lives. 

Our study has several limitations. Firstly, we used panel data to explore a topic that 

would benefit more from other data type, i.e. retrospective data or cohort studies. In fact, the 

impossibility of dating back our mediators too much in the past gives only a partial outlook 

of the dynamics underlying the relationship between parental class and family expectations. 

Clearly, it would be ideal to have data on parental class, college aspirations and family 

structure for the entire childhood of the young adult or at significant points in time. 

Unfortunately, this type of dynamic can only be captured for family structure through the 

parental partnership history. Instead, we would have information on parental class only for 

the time the parent was present in the panel, which is also affected by problems of 

intermittent nonresponse. Contrarily, for college aspirations, only the information from the 

youth questionnaire at ages 10–15 are available.  

Another issue regards the types of questions we would need to understand better 

family expectations. Firstly, we would need data on the preferred sequencing of marriage 

and cohabitation expectations, in order to understand precisely whether young adults refer 

to premarital cohabitation when they express high expectations for both marriage and 

cohabitation. Second, it would be easier to understand what young adults mean when they 

express a certain value, especially fifty. As already noticed, the fifty-value is generally 

considered an important threshold because it is argued to represent uncertainty. However, 

it would probably be good to understand from young adults themselves what they mean with 

this value. A possibility would be to ask first whether young adults intend to marry or cohabit 

(yes/no/do not know) and, then, ask young adults who answered positively a percentage. 

Moreover, we strongly encourage the introduction on the age at which young adults wish to 

cohabit for the first time. As cohabitation has become the most common way to start a 

coresidential relationship, it is fundamental to have this piece of information. In fact, there is 

clear evidence that the traditional early marriage is quickly translating into early cohabitation 

and that the actual factor of discrimination in cohabitation expectations across 

socioeconomic groups (apart from whether it would be long-term) could be its timing. 

Moreover, we would also encourage in asking questions on a potential separation, as it 

would help in disentangling whether young adults are answering following specific social 

structure norms.   
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6 APPENDIX  
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Table A 1: Percentage of respondents living in the same household (siblings)  
in each wave  

 Percentage 

BHPS  
Wave 12  6.5% 
Wave 17                            17.6% 
UKHLS  
Wave 2  14.0% 
Wave 3 11.7% 
Wave 5 15.3% 
Wave 7 19.1% 
Wave 9  21.3% 
Total 15.1% 

Source: own unweighted computations from BHPS and UKHLS 

(a) Siblings defined as respondents living within the same household; 

(b) Computations on all the population aged 16-21 with valid information on the parental 

class.  

(c) Wave 13 is not reported because the sample design (having a valid answer in the  

preceding youth questionnaire does not allow having valid answers in this wave 
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Figure A 1: Distribution of the expectations towards family transitions by age 
– only single 

 

Source: own unweighted computations from BHPS and UKHLS 
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Table A 2: Classifications of occupations according to the NS-SEC scale (eight-, five- 
and three-classes version) 

Eight classes Five classes Three classes 

 

1. Higher managerial, 
administrative and 
professional occupations 

1. Higher managerial, 
administrative and 
professional occupations 

1. Higher managerial, 
administrative and 
professional occupations 

1.1 Large employers and 
higher managerial and 
administrative occupations 

1.2 Higher professional 
occupations 

2. Lower managerial, 
administrative and 
professional occupations 

3. Intermediate occupations 
2. Intermediate 
occupations 2. Intermediate 

occupations  4. Small employers and own 
account workers 

3. Small employers and 
own account workers 

5. Lower supervisory and 
technical occupations 

4. Lower supervisory and 
technical occupations 3. Routine and manual 

occupations  6. Semi-routine occupations 5. Semi-routine and 
routine occupations 7. Routine occupations 

8. Never worked and long-
term unemployed 

*Never worked and long-
term unemployed 

*Never worked and long-
term unemployed 

Source: Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
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Table A 3: Estimated OLS coefficients from a model regressing parental socioeconomic class 
on marriage and cohabitation expectations (controls are shown) 

 

Marriage 
Expectations  

(scale of units from 0 to 100) 

Cohabitation 
Expectations 

 (scale of units from 0 to 100) 

 (model a) (model b) 

Parental socioeconomic class (ref. managerial and professionals)     

Intermediate 0.30(0.80) 1.21(0.87) 

Least advantaged -6.44**(0.80) -1.24(0.81) 
Gender   

Female (ref. male) 1.46*(0.65) 6.05**(0.68) 

Religion (ref. no religion)   

Christian  5.52**(0.84) -2.2638 

Muslim 11.76**(1.94) -40.27**(2.61) 

Oriental 8.08**(2.18) -30.82**(3.09) 

Jewish 15.48**(3.04) -158.5626 
Others -5.49(5.92) -31.55**(6.35) 

Missing 1.77+(0.92) -4.63**(0.87) 

Foreign status (ref. born in the UK)   

Non-native  3.23+(1.72) -0.26(1.96) 

Missing -0.84(0.88) -0.68(0.94) 

Presence of siblings (ref. none)   

(0,2] 0.29(0.81) -1.836 

>2 -0.11(1.28) -4.54**(1.36) 
Presence of biological children(ref. no)   

Yes 0.65(3.79) 9.87**(2.67) 

Employment status (ref. employed)   

Unemployed  -5.03**(1.84) -5.03**(1.76) 

Inactive -9.76**(2.08) -7.42**(1.84) 

Student 0.51(0.80) -0.63 

Missing -3.73(2.90) -2.80(2.80) 
Age category (ref. 16-18)   

19-21 -1.02(0.75) 2.56**(0.78) 

Historical period (ref. before 2010)   

2010-2013  -7.19**(1.08) -5.52**(1.15) 

2015/2019 -6.63**(1.08) -6.58**(1.15) 

Self-rated health status (ref. very good)   

Good  -5.06**(0.76) -0.93(0.79) 
Fair -6.63**(1.41) -1.81(1.32) 

Bad -14.35**(3.39) -7.87**(3.04) 

Missing -1.93 -2.02(2.69) 

Co-residence with parents   

 Yes (ref. not living) -2.43(1.63) -7.37**(1.56) 

Constant 82.63**(2.02) 80.02**(1.99) 

Weighted observations 10,622 10,616 

P-values: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 
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Table A 4: Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regression associating parental 
socioeconomic status with marriage and cohabitation expectations combined 

 
(3.a) (3.b) (3.c) (3.d) (3.e) 

 “Premarital 
cohabitation” 

(ref.) 

“Direct 
Marriage” 

vs (3.a) 

“Lifelong 
cohabitation” 

vs (3.a) 

“Lifelong 
singlehood” 

vs (3.a) 

“Uncertain 
about both” 

vs (3.a) 

Parental socioeconomic  
class (ref. managerial)           
Intermediate  0.94(0.09) 1.07(0.13) 0.98(0.13) 1.02(0.12) 
Least advantaged  0.89(0.08) 1.62**(0.18) 2.24**(0.24) 1.74**(0.18) 
Gender (ref. male)      
Female   0.63**(0.05) 1.07(0.10) 0.74**(0.07) 0.66**(0.06) 
Religion (ref. no religion)      
Christian   0.80+(0.10) 0.63**(0.10) 0.46**(0.08) 0.60**(0.09) 
Muslim  1.14+(0.08) 0.89(0.08) 0.99(0.09) 0.90(0.08) 
Oriental      
Jewish  1.23*(0.12) 0.56**(0.07) 0.78+(0.11) 0.61**(0.08) 
Others  14.68**(3.28) 1.24(0.58) 4.31**(1.34) 1.25(0.44) 
Missing  7.39**(1.93) 0.42+(0.21) 3.10**(0.98) 1.02(0.51) 
Foreign status (ref. born in the UK)  2.50*(1.08) 0.00**(0.00) 0.05**(0.05) 0.24(0.25) 
Non-native   3.31**(1.37) 0.00**(0.00) 3.60**(1.74) 0.32(0.34) 
Missing  1.52**(0.14) 0.87(0.11) 1.09(0.14) 1.04(0.13) 

Presence of siblings (ref. none)      
(0,2]  1.02(0.18) 1.17(0.38) 0.72(0.18) 0.86(0.27) 
>2  0.95(0.09) 1.10(0.12) 1.22+(0.14) 1.16(0.14) 

Presence of biological children(ref. no)      

Yes  1.17(0.11) 1.11(0.12) 1.07(0.12) 0.97(0.11) 

Employment status (ref. employed)  1.35*(0.18) 1.32(0.24) 1.41+(0.24) 1.22(0.21) 

Unemployed       

Inactive  0.67(0.27) 1.23(0.37) 0.74(0.26) 0.52(0.21) 

Student      
Missing  1.47+ 1.08(0.21) 1.85**(0.37) 1.47+ 
Age category (ref. 16-18)  1.76**(0.34) 1.80*(0.42) 2.86**(0.65) 2.51**(0.53) 
19-21  1.03(0.09) 0.80*(0.09) 0.85(0.10) 0.82+(0.09) 

Historical period (ref. before 2010)  0.99(0.40) 1.43(0.68) 1.72(0.75) 2.17*(0.80) 

2010-2013       
2015/2019  0.70**(0.06) 1.09(0.11) 0.92(0.10) 0.86(0.09) 
Self-rated health status (ref. very 
good)      
Good   0.91(0.08) 1.41**(0.15) 1.59**(0.17) 1.44**(0.15) 
Fair  1.02(0.16) 2.00**(0.34) 1.69**(0.30) 1.96**(0.33) 
Bad  1.21(0.40) 2.40**(0.79) 4.32**(1.50) 2.80**(1.02) 
Missing  0.73(0.23) 0.89(0.43) 0.81(0.35) 3.78**(1.15) 
Coresidence with parents  (ref. no)      
Yes  1.48*(0.29) 0.80(0.15) 1.79*(0.46) 2.23**(0.58) 
Constant  0.26**(0.06) 0.19**(0.04) 0.07**(0.02) 0.10**(0.03) 

Observations 10,609 10,609 10,609 10,609 10,609 

P-values: ** p<0.01, * p<0.05, + p<0.1 
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Table A 5 Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental socioeconomic class 
with marital age expectations 

 (4.a) (4.b) (4.c) (4.d) 
 Equal 

or above 25 

(ref.) 
 

Less 
Than 25 

vs. 
(4.a) 

No 
Marriage 

vs. 
(4.a) 

Don't 
Know 

vs. 
(4.a) 

Parental socioeconomic class  

(ref. managerial & professional) 

    

Intermediate   0.96(0.12) 1.45*(0.22) 1.04(0.09) 
Least advantaged  1.17(0.14) 1.97**(0.26) 1.37**(0.11) 

Age category (ref.16-18)     
19-21  1.71**(0.18) 0.88(0.10) 0.60**(0.04) 
Religion(ref. no religion)     

Christian  
  0.92(0.13) 0.52**(0.09) 1.55**(0.15) 
Muslim  1.13(0.15) 0.81(0.13) 1.20+(0.12) 

Oriental  0.80(0.12) 1.36+(0.22) 0.67**(0.08) 
Jewish     
Others  0.68**(0.09) 0.97(0.15) 0.81*(0.07) 

Missing     
Foreign status (ref. born in the UK)  1.25+(0.16) 0.54**(0.10) 0.72**(0.07) 
Non-native  4.61**(0.77) 0.21**(0.08) 0.80(0.12) 

Missing  1.66(0.62) 0.43+(0.20) 0.59*(0.13) 
Sex (ref. male)  6.90**(4.15) 1.56(1.29) 0.56(0.44) 
Female   1.47(0.71) 0.21(0.22) 0.33(0.23) 

Wave (ref. 2012/2013 – wave 4)  1.19(0.20) 0.95(0.19) 0.82+(0.09) 
2014/2015 (wave 6)     
2016/2017 (wave 8)  0.87(0.22) 0.71(0.27) 1.29(0.22) 

2018/2019 (wave 10)  1.18(0.17) 0.98(0.18) 1.29*(0.14) 
Presence of siblings (ref no siblings)     
1-2  1.22(0.16) 1.10(0.16) 0.93(0.08) 

>2  1.39+(0.25) 0.91(0.21) 1.10(0.14) 
Presence of biological children  
(ref.no)     

Yes  1.86+(0.66) 4.17**(1.61) 2.58**(0.91) 
Employment status  
(ref. employed)     

Unemployed  
  1.19(0.28) 1.45(0.39) 1.66**(0.29) 
Inactive  0.98(0.22) 2.04**(0.47) 1.57*(0.29) 

Student  0.60**(0.07) 0.96(0.14) 1.30**(0.11) 
Missing  1.15(0.46) 1.27(0.70) 2.90**(0.79) 
Self-rated health status  

(ref. very good)     
Good   1.40**(0.16) 1.58**(0.21) 1.16+(0.09) 
Fair  1.39+(0.25) 2.10**(0.41) 1.07(0.16) 

Bad  3.68**(1.23) 6.08**(2.08) 1.27(0.42) 
Missing  0.91(0.37) 1.05(0.80) 1.59+(0.42) 
Co-residence with parents (ref. no)     

Yes   0.70(0.16) 1.14(0.30) 1.47*(0.27) 
Constant  0.13**(0.03) 0.07**(0.02) 0.22**(0.05) 
  7,929 7,929 7,929 
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Table A 6: Predicted probabilities of family expectations by gender 

Parental  
socioeconomic class Gender Marital expectations Cohabitation expectations    

Managers&professionals male 73.54 62.81    
Managers&professionals female 75.42 67.42    
Intermediate male 74.74 63.23    
Intermediate female 74.71 69.49    
The least advantaged male 67.11 60.06    
The least advantaged female 68.97 67.80           

Parental  
socioeconomic class Gender Early marriage Later marriage No marriage Don't know  

Managers&professionals male 0.06 0.64 0.05 0.25  
Managers&professionals female 0.10 0.69 0.04 0.16  
Intermediate male 0.04 0.66 0.06 0.24  
Intermediate female 0.12 0.63 0.07 0.17  
The least advantaged male 0.07 0.55 0.09 0.30  
The least advantaged female 0.10 0.63 0.08 0.19                

Parental  
socioeconomic class Gender Premarital cohabitation Lifelong singlehood Lifelong cohabitation Direct marriage Uncertainty on both 

Managers&professionals male 0.53 0.07 0.07 0.24 0.09 

Managers&professionals female 0.58 0.06 0.08 0.20 0.08 

Intermediate male 0.52 0.08 0.06 0.25 0.10 

Intermediate female 0.60 0.05 0.10 0.16 0.08 

The least advantaged male 0.42 0.13 0.10 0.20 0.15 

The least advantaged female 0.53 0.12 0.11 0.13 0.10 
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Figure A 2a: Gender differences when marriage and cohabitation expectations are 
kept combined ("premarital cohabitation" excluded) 

 

(a) M=male, F=female; LS=liifelong singlehood, LC=Lifelong cohabitation; DM=direct marriage; 

UN="Uncertainty about both partnnership types". For instance:M/PC=Predicted probability of 

premarital cohabitation in the case of men.  

(b) Models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of 

siblings, number of biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence 

with parents.  

Figure A 2b: Gender differences when marriage and cohabitation expectations are kept 

combined ("premarital cohabitation" only)  

 

(a) M=male, F=female; PC=premarital cohabitation. For instance:M/PC=Predicted probability of 

premarital cohabitation in the case of men.  

(b) Models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of siblings, 

number of biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence with 

parents. 
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Figure A 3a: Gender differences for marital age expectations ("marriage at age 25 or more" 

excluded) 

 

Source: own computations from BHPS and UKHLS 

(a) M=male, F=female; EM=early marriage (Less than 25), NM=not marriage, DK="don't know". For 
instance:M/EM=Predicted probability of early marriage in the case of men.  

(b) Models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of siblings, number of 
biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence with parents. 

 

 

Figure A 3 b: Gender differences for marital age expectations ("marriage at age 25 or more" 

only) 

 

(c) M=male, F=female; LM=Later marriage. For instance:M/LM=Predicted probability of later marriage marriage 

in the case of men.  
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Table A 7: Predicted probabilities of family expectations by historical period 

Parental  
socioeconomic class Gender Marital expectations Cohabitation expectations    

Managers&professionals Early 2000s 77.58 69.65    

Managers&professionals Late 2000s/now 73.36 63.61    

Intermediate Early 2000s 78.23 69.64    

Intermediate Late 2000s/now 73.78 65.32    

The least advantaged Early 2000s 76.24 69.34    

The least advantaged Late 2000s/now 65.34 62.07    

       

       

Parental  
socioeconomic class 

Historical 
 period Premarital cohabitation Lifelong singlehood Lifelong cohabitation Direct marriage Uncertainty on both 

Managers&professionals Early 2000s 0.60 0.05 0.07 0.19 0.08 

Managers&professionals Late 2000s/now 0.54 0.08 0.07 0.22 0.09 

Intermediate Early 2000s 0.63 0.04 0.06 0.20 0.07 

Intermediate Late 2000s/now 0.54 0.08 0.09 0.21 0.09 

The least advantaged Early 2000s 0.59 0.08 0.08 0.15 0.10 

The least advantaged Late 2000s/now 0.44 0.15 0.11 0.17 0.14 
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Figure A 4a: Historical differences when marriage and cohabitation expectations are kept combined 
("premarital cohabitation" excluded) 

 

(a) E=early-2000s, L=Late 2000s; LS=liifelong singlehood, LC=Lifelong cohabitation; DM=direct marriage; 

UN="Uncertainty about both partnnership types". For instance:E/LS=Predicted probability of life long singlehood in 

the early 2000s.  

(b) Models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of siblings, number of 

biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence with parents. 

 

Figure A 4b: Historical differences when marriage and cohabitation expectations are kept combined 
("premarital cohabitation" excluded) 

 

(a) E=early-2000s, L=Late 2000s; PC=premarital cohabitation". For instance/LS=Predicted probability of premarital 

cohabitation in the early 2000s.  

(b) Models are adjusted for age, religion, immigrant status, gender, historical period, number of siblings, number of 

biological children, employment status, self-rated health status and coresidence with parents. 
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Table A 8: Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental socioeconomic class on 
family transitions expectations combined (50 value goes with ">") 

 “Direct 
Marriage” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 
(3.a*) 

“Lifelong 
cohabitation” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 
(3.b*) 

“Lifelong 
singlehood” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 
(3.c*) 

“Uncertain 
about both” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 
(3.d*) 

Parental socioeconomic class  
(ref. managerial and professionals) 

    

Intermediate 0.88(0.09) 1.18(0.17) 0.80(0.14) 1.01(0.12) 

Routine and manual 0.83+(0.08) 2.06**(0.25) 1.89**(0.26) 1.65**(0.16) 

Employment status     

Unemployed (ref. employed) 1.56+(0.39) 1.49+(0.31) 1.72*(0.44) 1.40(0.29) 

Inactive 1.93**(0.43) 2.06**(0.51) 2.30**(0.64) 2.18**(0.44) 

Student 1.10(0.12) 0.86(0.11) 1.06(0.16) 0.85(0.09) 

Missing 0.88(0.35) 1.44(0.74) 0.86(0.51) 1.95+(0.69) 

Gender     

Female (ref. male) 0.62**(0.05) 0.99(0.11) 0.71**(0.09) 0.68**(0.06) 

Religion (ref. no religion)     

Christian 1.71**(0.18) 0.57**(0.10) 0.72+(0.13) 0.65**(0.08) 

Muslim 20.68**(3.75) 0.47(0.22) 3.67**(1.38) 1.01(0.33) 

Oriental 10.37**(2.28) 0.64(0.31) 1.85+(0.67) 0.88(0.42) 

Jewish 4.78**(2.05) 0.00**(0.00) 0.09*(0.09) 0.28(0.29) 

Other 7.75**(3.13) 1.58(1.13) 3.80*(2.20) 0.38(0.40) 

Missing 1.57**(0.16) 0.95(0.14) 0.86(0.14) 0.99(0.13) 

Country of birth     

Not born in the UK 1.06(0.19) 0.85(0.31) 0.83(0.25) 0.86(0.26) 

Missing 0.96(0.10) 1.12(0.15) 1.23(0.19) 1.15(0.14) 

Number of siblings (ref. none)     

1-2 1.29*(0.15) 0.99(0.13) 0.97(0.14) 0.95(0.11) 

More than 2 1.57**(0.24) 1.01(0.20) 1.29(0.29) 1.15(0.19) 

Presence of biological children (ref. 
no) 

    

1 0.35*(0.18) 1.26(0.46) 0.86(0.37) 0.52(0.21) 

19-21 0.80*(0.07) 1.08(0.13) 1.20(0.15) 0.91(0.09) 

Historical period     

2010/2013 1.66**(0.27) 2.06**(0.40) 2.48**(0.61) 1.64**(0.24) 

2015/2019 1.93**(0.32) 2.13**(0.41) 2.52**(0.61) 1.49*(0.23) 

     

Self-rated health     

Good 0.99(0.10) 1.55**(0.19) 1.50**(0.21) 1.42**(0.14) 

Fair 0.92(0.17) 2.28**(0.43) 1.81**(0.40) 1.87**(0.30) 

Bad 1.42(0.50) 3.22**(1.29) 5.59** 2.64**(0.93) 

Missing 0.86(0.27) 1.46(0.73) 0.64(0.39) 4.18** 

Yes 1.27(0.30) 1.29(0.33) 1.83*(0.54) 2.25** 

Constant 0.07** 0.03** 0.01** 0.05** 

 (0.02) (0.01) (0.00) (0.01) 

Observations 10,609 10,609 10,609 10,609 
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Table A 9 a: Estimated OLS coefficients from a model regressing parental socioeconomic status on marriage and cohabitation 

expectations separated - income included 

 (1a) (1b) 

 

Marriage 
Expectations  

(scale of units from 0 to 100) 

Cohabitation 
Expectations 

 (scale of units from 0 to 100) 

Parental socioeconomic class 
(ref. managerial and 
professional)     
Intermediate   1.81*  (0.86) 2.60**(0.94) 
Least advantaged            -3.89**(0.92) 0.97    (0.92) 
Log-income             4.17** (0.66) 3.95**(0.67) 

Table A 9 b: Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental socioeconomic status on marriage and cohabitation 

expectations combined - income included 

 (2.a) (2.b) (2.c) (2.d) 

Parental socioeconomic class 
(ref. managerial and 
professional) 

“Direct 
Marriage” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

“Lifelong 
cohabitation” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

“Lifelong 
singlehood” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

“Uncertain 
about both” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

Intermediate 0.86(0.08) 0.93(0.13) 0.76*(0.11) 0.83(0.11) 

Least advantaged 0.77**(0.07) 1.27+(0.17) 1.50**(0.19) 1.29*(0.15) 

Log-income 0.77**(0.05) 0.67**(0.07) 0.50**(0.05) 0.61**(0.05) 

Table A 9 c: Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental socioeconomic class with marital age expectations - income 
included 

 (3.a) (3.b) (3.c) 

Parental socioeconomic class 
(ref. managerial and 
professional) 

"Less Than 25" 
vs 

"More than 25" 

"No Marriage" 
vs 

"More than 25" 

"Uncertain" 
vs 

"More than 25" 

Intermediate                    0.83  (0.11) 1.24    (0.20)            0.96    (0.09) 

Least advantaged  1.00   (0.13) 1.50**(0.22)            1.20*  (0.11) 

Log-income  0.74**(0.06) 0.64**(0.07)            0.81**(0.05) 
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Table A 10 (a): Estimated OLS coefficients from a model regressing parental socioeconomic status on marriage and cohabitation  
expectations separated  

 (1a) (1b) 

 

Marriage 
Expectations  

(scale of units from 0 to 100) 

Cohabitation 
Expectations 

 (scale of units from 0 to 100) 

Educational level (ref. high)   
Low     -3.15**(0.76) -1.00(0.79) 
Advanced      0.81   (0.85) 0.13(0.90) 
Missing    -0.81   (3.24) 4.85(3.17) 

Table A 10 (b): Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental socioeconomic status on marriage and cohabitation 
expectations combined  
 (2.a) (2.b) (2.c) (2.d) 

 

“Direct 
Marriage” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

“Lifelong 
cohabitation” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

“Lifelong 
singlehood” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

“Uncertain 
about both” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

Educational level (ref. high)     
Low  1.11(0.09) 1.51**(0.17) 1.79**(0.19) 1.43**(0.15) 
Advanced 1.12(0.10) 1.14(0.15) 1.13(0.15) 1.05(0.13) 
Missing 0.92(0.34) 1.87(0.73) 0.63(0.45) 1.80(0.78) 

Table A 10 (c): Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental socioeconomic class with marital age expectations  

 (3.a) (3.b) (3.c) 

 

"Less Than 25" 

vs 
"More than 25" 

"No Marriage" 

vs 
"More than 25" 

"Uncertain" 

vs 
"More than 25" 

Educational level (ref. high)    
Low  1.46**(0.16) 1.39*(0.19) 1.39**(0.11) 
Advanced 1.37*  (0.18) 1.10 (0.17) 0.96    (0.09) 
Missing 2.06   (1.25) 1.90 (0.95) 1.31   (0.41) 
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Table A 11 (a): Estimated OLS coefficients from a model regressing parental socioeconomic status on marriage and cohabitation  
expectations separated  

 (1a) (1b) 

 

Marriage 
Expectations  

(scale of units from 0 to 100) 

Cohabitation 
Expectations 

 (scale of units from 0 to 100) 

Parental socioeconomic class 
(ref. managerial and professional)     
Intermediate     -0.01 (0.85)                      1.30 (0.93) 
Least advantaged      -6.51**(0.91) -1.06 (0.93) 
Educational level (ref. high)   
Low      -0.14 (0.86) -0.61 (0.91) 
Advanced      2.16*(0.89) 0.11 (0.95) 
Missing      3.32 (3.25) 5.46+ (3.17) 

Table A 10 (b): Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental socioeconomic status on marriage and cohabitation 
expectations combined  

 (2.a) (2.b) (2.c) (2.d) 

 

“Direct 
Marriage” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

“Lifelong 
cohabitation” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

“Lifelong 
singlehood” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

“Uncertain 
about both” 

vs 
"Premarital 

cohabitation" 

Parental socioeconomic class 
(ref. managerial and professional)     
Intermediate 0.87 (0.09)  1.01  (0.13)           0.94 (0.13) 1.00 (0.13) 
Least advantaged  0.80*(0.08)   1.44**(0.18) 2.03**(0.26)  1.63**(0.19) 

Educational level (ref. high)     
Low  1.23*(0.12) 1.27*(0.15) 1.27+(0.16) 1.13(0.13) 
Advanced 1.19+(0.12) 1.05(0.15) 0.97(0.14) 0.95(0.12) 
Missing 1.07(0.40) 1.48(0.59) 0.40(0.28) 1.31(0.56) 

Table A 10 (c): Relative risk ratios from a multinomial logit regressing parental socioeconomic class with marital age expectations  

 (3.a) (3.b) (3.c) 

 

"Less Than 25" 
vs 

"More than 25" 

"No Marriage" 
vs 

"More than 25" 

"Uncertain" 
vs 

"More than 25" 

Parental socioeconomic class 
(ref. managerial and professional)    

Intermediate 0.82 (0.11) 1.49*  (0.24) 1.00    (0.10) 
Least advantaged 0.94 (0.12) 1.98**(0.31) 1.23*  (0.11) 

Educational level (ref. high)    
Low  1.52**(0.20) 0.98   (0.16) 1.26*(0.12) 
Advanced 1.43**(0.20) 0.89   (0.15) 0.91   (0.09) 
Missing 2.10  (1.28) 1.27   (0.63) 1.13   (0.36) 
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Figure A 5: Coefficients from a linear regression model having the mediators as dependent 
variables and parental class as the independent variables (as well as controls) 

 

Source: own weighted computations from BHPS  and UKHL
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Figure A 6: Coefficients from a linear regression model having the mediators as dependent variables and parental class as the independent variables (as well 
as controls) - only pairings contrasting the different categories of the multinomial in Table A 5 are considered) 

 

Source: own weighted computations from BHPS  and UKHLS
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Figure A 7: Coefficients from a linear regression model having the mediators as dependent variables and parental class as the independent variables (as 
well as controls) - only pairings contrasting the different categories of the multinomial in Table A 8 are considered) 

 

Source: own weighted computations from BHPS  and UKHLS 


