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Research Article

Risk-avoidance or utmost commitment?
Dutch focus group research on cohabitation and marriage

Nicole Hiekel*

Renske Keizer?

Abstract

BACKGROUND
Dutch adults grew up in a highly individualized country, characterized by high divorce
rates, which may have influenced their views on cohabitation and marriage.

OBJECTIVE

We examine Dutch adults’ perceptions of how similar or different cohabitation and
marriage are, whether they believe that cohabitation would be a strategy to avoid the
risk of divorce, as well as their views on why people marry in individualized societies.

METHODS
We analyze seven focus group interviews with 40 Dutch participants, collected in 2012
in Rotterdam, the Netherlands.

RESULTS

Many participants discussed differences and similarities between cohabitation and
marriage in a context of high divorce rates, and frequently viewed cohabitation as a
risk-reduction strategy. At the same time, marriage was often seen as “the real deal”, in
terms of legal arrangements, but also as a symbol of utmost commitment. Less educated
participants viewed more financial advantages in cohabitation compared to marriage,
and felt more strongly about the symbolic value of marriage than their highly educated
counterparts. There was strong consensus that there is not, and should not be, a social
norm to marry.

! Netherlands Interdisciplinary Demographic Institute (NIDI-KNAW)/ University of Groningen. Lange
Houtstraat 19, 2511CV The Hague, The Netherlands.
2 Erasmus University of Rotterdam & University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
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CONCLUSIONS

In a context of high relationship instability, cohabitation has become a risk-reduction
strategy. When norms to marry are weak, people may marry in order to emphasize the
unigueness of their relationship. However, the individualistic nature of Dutch society is
mirrored in respondents’ reluctance to set standards or proscribe norms on why and
when to marry and their emphasis that cohabitation can also imply high levels of
commitment.

1. Introduction

The Netherlands is one of the most individualized countries in the world (Nevitte and
Cochrane 2006). Individualization means that young adults flexibly and autonomously
make their individual life choices and are no longer bound by traditional institutions or
rigid social norms. Relationship formation is one life domain in which individuals are
free to make their own decisions. In this paper we study how Dutch adults view
cohabitation and marriage, and their role in union and family formation processes. The
increasing popularity of unmarried cohabitation has been viewed as one indicator of
individualization (Bauman 2003). In the Netherlands, cohabitation has become
customary (Kiernan 2002a) or even a normative step on the road to marriage (Elzinga
and Liefbroer 2007). Only a minority of Dutch men and women marry without having
cohabited first (Statistics Netherlands 2006). The Dutch legal system has also
challenged the primacy of the institution of marriage by introducing registered
partnerships in 1998. In 2012, 9,000 couples registered their cohabiting relationship
(Statistics Netherlands 2013). In addition, the institution of marriage has been
confronted with divorce; currently every third marriage ends in divorce (ibid.).
Nonetheless, marriage has not gone out of style. In 2012, 69,000 marriages were
formed (ibid.). These trends in union formation patterns raise questions about how
people in individualized societies perceive cohabitation and marriage, and to what
extent these views are shaped by the process of individualization and the context of
high divorce rates.

An extensive body of demographic research has aimed to understand the rise of
cohabitation and its role in union and family formation processes (Smock 2000;
Sobotka and Toulemon 2008; Thornton, Axinn, and Xie 2007; Thornton and Philipov
2009). Much of the knowledge on cohabitation is based on quantitative data. Some
studies have provided us with classifications of different types of cohabitation aimed at
grasping the diversity in how people view cohabitation (Heuveline and Timberlake
2004; Hiekel, Liefbroer, and Poortman 2014; Kiernan 2001). Marriage is often the
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reference in peoples’ views on cohabitation. Some cohabitors view cohabitation as a
preparatory stage for marriage and thereby perceive it as inferior to marriage, for
instance in terms of commitment. Yet others view cohabitation as an alternative to
marriage or a substitute for it. In highly individualized societies in which cohabitation is
prevalent and socially accepted, people may view cohabitation and marriage as serving
similar functions in couple and family life (Kiernan 2001). The present qualitative study
draws on focus group data from 40 women and men living in Rotterdam, providing us
with deeper insights about the meaning of cohabitation and marriage in a highly
individualized context. It explores whether young adults in the Netherlands talk
similarly about cohabitation and marriage, for instance, with regard to commitment
between the partners or cohabitation being a suitable context for raising children. Our
first research question therefore is: (1) how do Dutch young adults view cohabitation
and marriage, and how do they articulate similarities and differences between the two
relationship types?

Sociologists have argued that marriages in individualized societies run a higher
risk of divorce because people put higher emotional expectations on their relationships
and are likely to be disappointed (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1990). Nonetheless,
although people may feel free to leave an unhappy marriage, the emotional, financial,
social, and legal consequences of a divorce are often severe. The concern over the risk
of a divorce, however, is not only influenced by peoples’ own experience; the divorce
of parents, friends and colleagues may also shape peoples’ views of marriage. AS
masters of their own biography, people in individualized societies may want to reduce
the risk of relationship failure. One way to do so is by cohabiting. Qualitative studies
from the United States found that people who chose to cohabit rather than marry
explain their choice as having no faith in the life-long commitment of the marriage vow
and fearing the apparent inevitability of divorce (Miller, Sassler, and Kusi-Appouh
2011). Others argued that people may want to test their relationship before
contemplating marriage (Klijzing 1992). We aim at exploring whether a context of high
divorce prevalence colors peoples’ views on cohabitation and marriage. Specifically,
we investigate the prevalence of a perception that cohabitation could reduce the risk of
divorce by avoiding marriage altogether (i.e., cohabitation as a strategic long-term
response to the divorce culture in the Netherlands) or as a means to test the relationship
in order to increase the chances of future marital success (i.e., cohabitation as a test for
marriage). Our second research question therefore is: (2) do Dutch young adults view
cohabitation as a risk-reduction strategy and if so, how do they think cohabitation
would reduce the risk of divorce?

The majority of cohabiters in the Netherlands does marry at some point. This
observation leads to the question of why people marry in a highly individualized
context. Quantitative research has shown that childbearing and marriage plans are
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highly intertwined; couples being more likely to marry before or around the birth of a
first child (Hiekel and Castro-Martin 2014; Musick 2007; Perelli-Harris et al. 2012).
Having a child together (or having plans to have a child) increases the commitment of
both partners to the relationship, and could trigger the emotional desire to marry.
Strategic considerations such as parental rights, tax benefits, or joint economic
investments may also play a role in decisions to marry. Marriage could thus also be a
strategy to reduce the risk of divorce. Rather than avoiding marriage, people may be of
the opinion that the marriage contract would protect individuals from the negative
consequences of divorce. Our third research question is therefore: (3) do Dutch young
adults view certain life circumstances as creating a need to marry, and if so, what are
the life events that trigger marriage?

In sum, in this study we analyze qualitative data from focus group discussions to
examine peoples’ views on cohabitation and marriage in the highly individualized
context of the Netherlands. We study whether both the notion of ‘free choice' and 'risk
reduction' emerge from these discussions on the meaning of cohabitation. Moreover, we
investigate how the remaining popularity of marriage fits the individualized nature of
Dutch society by exploring peoples’ views on life events that trigger marriage.

2. Theoretical background
2.1 Cohabitation and marriage and their legal context in the Netherlands

The Netherlands has been one of the forerunners in the spread of new demographic
behaviors described as classic features of the Second Demographic Transition (SDT)
(Lesthaeghe 1995; Lesthaeghe and van de Kaa 1986; van de Kaa 1987). Our analyses of
Dutch survey data (Family Formation Survey 2008) show significant cohort changes in
cohabitation patterns in the Netherlands. First, men and women now more frequently
live together without being married. Fewer than 2 of every 10 Dutch individuals born in
the 1940s cohabited prior to marriage, compared to 9 in 10 born in the 1970s. Second,
the Dutch also stay cohabiting longer than in the past. Six in 10 cohabitors born in the
1940s married their partner within five years, whereas in the birth cohort 1971-1980
this proportion declined to 3 in 10 cohabitors. Finally, more children are born to
cohabiting parents than in the past. Whereas virtually all (92%) Dutch women born in
the 1940s were married at the moment of their first child’s birth, 3 in 10 women born
thirty years later were cohabiting when they had their first child.

In the Netherlands people can live together unmarried in three different ways; (1)
in a registered partnership, (2) with a cohabitation agreement and (3) without any
agreements. In legal terms, marriage and registered partnership are almost similar.
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There are some similarities between a marriage and a cohabitation agreement, but often
people also need to make a will and arrange other legal documents before they get close
to having the same legal benefits as marriage. Cohabitors without any legal
arrangements have no legal ties to one another. When a couple in the Netherlands
decides to marry, the partners have two options: to marry on common grounds or in
separate estate. When a couple marries on common grounds, all properties are shared
between the spouses. When couples marry in separate estate, own properties and debts
remain to each partner. Thus, the Dutch legal system provides a variety of options,
allowing couples greater flexibility in living arrangements.

2.2 The notion of “free choice” and “pure relationships”

Within the theoretical framework of the Second Demographic Transition, changes in
cohabitation and marriage patterns can be explained by a shift in values and attitudes
that emphasize self-realization, autonomy and tolerance towards the diversity of life
choices (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988). These changes in values have driven processes
of individualization, emancipation and secularization which in turn liberated young
adults from following prescribed life schemes imposed by society in general, the family
of origin, or the Church (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1990). Indeed, the Netherlands is
one of the most secular countries in the world. In 2008, 42 percent of the Dutch adult
population reported having no religious affiliation and only 2 in every 10 Dutch adults
reported visiting religious services once a month or more often (Statistics Netherlands
2009).

When individual life planning has become a general feature of individualized
societies, personal value orientations concerning relationships might strongly influence
how people view cohabitation and marriage. In individualized societies, partner
relationships are entered for the sake of satisfaction of being with that partner rather
than the social recognition or economic advantage gained by being in a partnership. In
this context, Giddens (1992) coined the term “pure relationships”. The need to
formalize an intimate relationship through marriage might thus not be evident in an
individualized society (Poortman and Liefbroer 2010). By contrast, cohabitation might
be viewed as an expression of being exclusively bound by interpersonal commitment
rather than legal obligations towards the partner. Liefbroer and Fokkema (2008) showed
that in 2002, 90% of 18-35 year old Dutch agreed or strongly agreed with the statement
“It is all right for a couple to live together without intending to get married.” From an
individualization perspective one might argue that people hold such positive attitudes
towards cohabitation because these unions are an expression of the acceptance of non-
traditional living arrangements and better fit the individualistic attitudes they hold in
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general (Baker and Elizabeth 2014; Stanley, Rhoades, and Markman 2006). As such,
the prevalence of long term cohabitation in the Netherlands could result in completely
new forms of intimate relationships that do not rely on externally imposed codes
(Giddens 1992).

But individualization processes might not only evoke the emergence of “pure
(cohabiting) relationships” but may also change the meaning of marriage. “Pure
marriages” may emerge in which gender roles and power dynamics between the
spouses differ from traditional marriage. Hence, it could be that in individualized
societies, there might not be a need to oppose marriage as long as the decision to marry
reflects a personal and free choice. Cohabitation and marriage could then be two
interchangeable labels for a committed relationship and everyone is free to pick the
label he or she prefers.

According to the SDT, the highly educated and economically more advantaged
individuals are at the vanguard of ideational shifts leading to new preferences in the
way intimate relationships are designed (Lesthaehe and Surkyn 1988). The diffusion of
cohabitation in the Netherlands in the late 1960s indeed started among the highly
educated, who viewed cohabitation as an ideological rejection of the legal and social
institution of traditional marriage (Manting 1996). Perelli-Harris et al (2010) however
showed that in recent birth cohorts, the highly educated are more likely to be married at
the birth of their first child than their less educated counterparts. Thus, although
cohabitation has spread to all social strata in the Netherlands, we might still find
differences in the way people from different social groups view cohabitation and
marriage.

2.3 Why cohabit in individualized societies?

Theorists such as Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1990) and Bauman (2003) have argued
that individualization would be a double-edged sword, because the price of a do-it-
yourself biography would be that individuals are personally responsible for biographical
“failures”. Life choices regarding partner relationships in individualized societies would
have become freer but also riskier. The emphasis of partner companionship and the
striving for personal satisfaction are part of the cultural ideal on love-based marriage.
Such high expectations towards a partner may lead people to problematize relationships,
ultimately eroding relationship stability (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1990). Moreover, if
people in individualized societies were indeed averse to compromising their individual
needs within a relationship, compatibility testing would have become even more crucial
for relationship stability. Though modern individuals have internalized the cultural ideal
of a self-fulfilling relationship, they may nevertheless be aware that their expectations
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may not be fulfilled. This risk awareness may be intensified by their own previous
experience with relationship dissolution, but also by being conscious of the high
prevalence of divorce (e.g., through mass media, conversations with kin, friends, or
colleagues).

As captains of their own life course, people may want to reduce the risk of
committing to a possibly unfulfilling relationship that may end in divorce. People may
view cohabitation as a reduction of the risk of divorce in two ways.

First, people in individualistic societies could be disillusioned or even cynical
about the lifelong commitment promised in the marriage vow, as it seems increasingly
at odds with the social reality of high divorce rates and the individualistic values
embraced by modern society. One strategy might be to avoid marriage and the implied
risk of a divorce by cohabiting instead (Miller, Sassler, and Kusi-Appouh 2011). People
might argue that the consequences of ending a cohabiting relationship might be less
devastating than going through an expensive and lengthy legal divorce procedure.

Second, given the emphasis on personal autonomy in individualized societies,
people may want to safeguard their personal freedom within an intimate relationship,
and be less eager to compromise on life goals. Compatibility between the life
expectations of partners within a couple may thus have become an even more crucial
precondition for the stability of individualized relationships. In modern societies, people
might experience a greater need to test and evaluate their partnership before proceeding
to a level of interdependency that is costly or impossible to reverse (getting married,
having children). Hence, union formation becomes a “weeding process”: cohabitation is
a sorting ground, or a context in which potential partners meet and test their
compatibility (Klijzing 1992). If successful, they move on to marriage, and if not
successful, they separate and the search for the perfect match continues elsewhere.
Liefbroer and Fokkema (2008) found that in 2002, 74% of Dutch young adults felt that
it would be “a good idea for a couple who intends to get married to live together first”.
This notion implies that cohabitation is advantageous because it avoids the legal and
social commitment of marriage, while allowing the relationship to be tested through a
realistic scenario: living under the same roof (Klijzing 1992). Quantitative studies
aimed at testing the weeding hypothesis have shown mixed results (Hoem and Hoem
1992; Klijzing 1992; Manting 1994; Teachman, Thomas, and Paasch 1991; Trussell,
Rodriguez, and Vaughan 1992).
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2.4 Why marry in individualized societies?

If the high level of individualization of relationships continues, the question arises
whether marriage will lose its relevance (Liefbroer and Fokkema 2008). Given that the
majority of cohabitors still marries in most individualized European societies (Kiernan
2002b; Wiik, Bernhardt, and Noack 2009) marriage may not disappear in the future, but
the reasons to marry might change. People may feel that life course transitions that were
normatively connected to marriage (i.e., reaching a certain age, finishing education,
having a child) are no longer compulsory for a couple to proceed to marriage. The
question then arises: what triggers marriage in individualized societies?

We have argued earlier that individualization means that people are more aware of
the fragility of intimate relationships. Strategic, hence risk-reducing, considerations
may thus also be part of how people view marriage. Such considerations can be
economically or legally motivated and include the protection of property, tax and social
benefits, parental rights and alimonies in case of union dissolution. The risk reduction
strategy is thus not oriented towards avoiding divorce, but protecting the individual
from the negative consequences of divorce. As in many Western countries, cohabitors
in the Netherlands who have not registered their partnership have no rights and
obligations towards each other upon separation. Legal and economic considerations
might explain why many cohabitors marry around the birth of a child, even though
childbearing is not normatively tied to marriage. It is interesting to explore whether
people with high and low levels of economic resources differ in whether they discuss
marriage as a risk-reduction strategy. One could argue that people with less economic
resources are more dependent on their partners to make ends meet, which could
increase the awareness that without any legal arrangements they might be worse off
after separation. Then again, people with more economic resources might feel a
stronger need to define clear legal arrangements with their partners in order to protect
their property in case of divorce. They might also be more informed about differences
in their rights in case of divorce compared to separation.

Economic considerations could prohibit marriage if people feel that marriage
implies a more sound economic footing, such as acquiring appropriate housing or a
stable income (Kalmijn 2011; Oppenheimer 1988; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010; Smock,
Manning, and Porter 2005). Studies conducted in Scandinavian countries found that the
costs associated with the wedding festivities comprise an obstacle to marriage for some
couples (Kravdal 1999; Wiik, Bernhardt, and Noack 2010). Hence, achievements in the
educational or occupational life sphere that lead to accumulation of property, wealth or
the promise of high future earnings might make people feel not only more ready for
marriage but also increase their attractiveness on the marriage market (Blossfeld and
Huinink 1991; Oppenheimer 2003). For economically more disadvantaged individuals,
economic preconditions of marriage might thus be harder to meet or be completely out
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of reach. Qualitative research from the United States has shown that economic
convenience is a prominent reason for cohabitation among the working class, and is
therefore one of the factors explaining the faster transition from dating to cohabiting
relationships in the working-class compared to more highly educated individuals
(Sassler and Miller 2011). However, people with fewer economic resources may not
only face permanent economic obstacles to getting married, but may also view fewer
material benefits in getting married. Studies showed that women from lower social
backgrounds in the United States may be reluctant to marry their partner because their
partners’ low employment outlook does not constitute a promising gain of marriage,
and it would imply a loss of control over finances or entitlements to welfare benefits
(Edin 2000; Edin and Kefalas 2005; Reed 2006).

In sum, in individualized societies such as the Netherlands, people may perceive
cohabitation and marriage to be similar union types with regard to their social functions
and normative expectations. The choice of one or the other may be regarded as a
strongly personal matter rather than something externally imposed. People may
consider that there are two ways in which cohabitation reduces the risk of divorce: by
allowing individuals to avoid marriage altogether, or to test compatibility with a partner
before committing more seriously (by getting married). Marriage might also be a risk-
reduction strategy in individualized societies by economically and legally protecting
individuals in a context of high union instability. Individuals from higher social classes
may look differently upon cohabitation, marriage, and strategies to reduce the risk of
divorce than their less advantaged counterparts.

3. Data and methods
3.1 Method and procedure

Rather than inferring perceptions of cohabitation and marriage from individual behavior
or relying on response distributions of survey questions related to attitudes, we take a
qualitative approach to grasp the existing opinions on the role of cohabitation and
marriage in the lives of contemporary Dutch adults. We collected the data for this
research by conducting focus group interviews. A focus group is a form of qualitative
research in which a small group discusses with each other perceptions, opinions,
beliefs, or attitudes towards a concept or an idea, and the interviewer, taking the
position of a moderator, guiding the discussion. Focus group interviews provide the
opportunity to study people in a more natural conversation situation, to discover new
concepts, develop new hypotheses, and understand broad perceptions. Importantly,
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focus group interactions and discussions elicit context-specific social norms — in our
case, regarding cohabitation and marriage (e.g., Morgan 1997; 1998).

In the project “Focus on partnerships”, researchers from 12 countries collaborated
to develop a standardized focus group discussion guideline and to conduct focus groups
in their countries (Perelli-Harris et al. 2014). The guidelines covered several topics,
including ‘Advantages of cohabitation compared with marriage, disadvantages of
cohabitation compared with marriage, motivations for marriage, barriers to marriage,
whether there exists a need for marriage, and preferred timing of marriage’. To tap
general perceptions, questions and probes were typically phrased in broad, rather than
specific, terms; for example: “Why do you think some people decide to move in
together without getting married?”

Each focus group session ran for about two hours, and was led by one of two
trained moderators (one of which was the second author). We matched the moderators
to the gender composition of the focus group because we assumed that having a
moderator of the same sex might elicit a more open discussion among the participants.
We asked the participants to share their own personal views and to also share the
experiences of friends or relatives when relevant. All seven focus groups were very
informative and participants were talkative.

However, there were strong differences in the type of opinions, ideas and feelings
shared, and these differences were related to educational attainment: more highly
educated participants discussed their ideas regarding general social norms in the
Netherlands, whereas the less educated participants, especially the women, mostly
talked about their own experiences with cohabitation, marriage and divorce. These
differences by educational attainment might be driven by whether the participants had
experienced marriage and/or divorce themselves.

We decided not to stratify by partnership and parenthood status, because
partnership histories can be inherently complex and hence categorization would be
arbitrary. As our main goal was to capture social norms rather than to explain individual
biographies, we decided to keep stratification as simple as possible and only use gender
and educational attainment as the basis for stratification.

Analyses of the data proceeded though analytic induction, whereby coding
categories were derived as they emerged from the data. We transcribed each focus
group session verbatim, and as each transcript was reviewed, we developed codes to
capture central ideas or main points that were raised by the focus group participants.
These central codes were then evaluated to arrive at the relevant themes, relationships
between codes, as well as patterns by social class. We selected the quotations used in
this paper from the focus groups for their descriptive relevance and representativeness.
Dashes “—” at the beginning of a line indicate a different speaker in a focus group. The
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end of each quotation is followed by the number and the composition of the focus
group, in terms of gender and educational level.

3.2 Recruitment

We recruited the Dutch focus group participants in Rotterdam through advertisements
in local and university papers, flyers posted in community centers, supermarkets, job
recruitment agencies, and unemployment agencies (in order to reach participants with
lower levels of education), online recruitment adds, and face-to-face recruitment. At the
start of the recruitment period, we provided a 20 Euro cash incentive to all participants.
Potential participants were screened for inclusion on four socio-demographic criteria:
age, gender, partner status, and educational attainment.

We used educational attainment to distinguish respondents with different socio-
cultural and economic background. Compared to other Western countries, differences
by social classes are less visible and evident in the Netherlands. Scholars agree that in
the Dutch society, stratification is based on educational attainment rather than social
class (e.g., Bovens 2012). There are powerful differences by educational attainment in
terms of partner status, attitudes, and income (Coumans 2012). In the Dutch society,
therefore, education seems the best suitable indicator of social stratification.

Because recruiting some of the less educated participants turned out to be very
difficult, we recruited parts of our sample with a snowball principle: 20 percent of the
less educated participants were acquaintances of existing participants. For each
additional participant recruited via the snowball method, the contact person received an
additional cash incentive of 10 Euros (see Table 1 for a summary of the recruitment
strategy). However, less educated male participants remained difficult to recruit, even
after increasing their incentive to 50 Euros. The less educated men that we finally
succeeded in recruiting were less educationally disadvantaged relative to the average
educational attainment within the less educated social strata. Although this subsample is
not representative of the whole less educated population, we succeeded in recruiting a
focus group of less educated men, commonly unwilling to participate in focus group
research.
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Table 1: Summary of focus group recruitment information
How many Recruitment strategy Incentives Location

HW 2 groups (6 and 5 Advertisement and flyer 20 Euros University
participants) campus site

HM 2 groups (8 and 6 Advertisement, flyer and 20 Euros (10 Euros for University
participants) snowball-method snowball-incentive) campus site

Lw 2 groups (6 and 5 Direct approach and 20 Euros (10 Euros for Local facility
participants) showball-method snowball-incentive) center

LM 1 group (4 Direct approach and 50 Euros (20 Euros for Pub in city center
participants) snowball-method snowball-incentive)

Note: H=Higher educated; L=lower educated; W=women; M=men.

3.3 Sample characteristics

As shown in Table 2, the focus groups included 11 highly educated women, 14 highly
educated men, 11 less educated women and 4 less educated men. A total of 7 focus
groups, stratified by gender and educational attainment, were conducted. The mean age
of the focus group participants ranged from 26 to 34 years across the four groups. As
desired, there is substantial variation in terms of union statuses and experiences among
the focus group participants. The Rotterdam population, however, differs in the
educational composition from our sample. Compared to the other three large cities in
the Netherlands (Amsterdam, Utrecht, and The Hague), Rotterdam has the highest
percentage of school leavers with low levels of education, and particularly among the
native Dutch; differences, compared to the national average, are striking (Municipality
Rotterdam 2013).

Rotterdam — with around 600,000 inhabitants the second largest city in the
Netherlands (CBS Statline) — is a very multicultural city; nearly half of the population
has a non-Dutch background. First generation immigrants form 56 per cent of this
group. Together with Amsterdam, Rotterdam has the highest share of non-western
immigrants in the Netherlands. The four largest groups of immigrants are: Surinamese,
Moroccans, Turks, and Antilleans (Municipality Rotterdam 2013). In our sample, more
women than men, especially among the less educated, have a non-Dutch background.
This selection is partly due to the fact that we were only successful in recruiting low
educated native Dutch male focus group participants.

322 http://www.demographic-research.org



Demographic Research: Volume 32, Article 10

Table 2: Summary of demographic information focus group participants
Dutch Sample FG1 FG2 FG3 FG4 FG5 FG6 FG7 Total
Highly educated women 6 5 11
Highly educated men 6 8 14
Less educated women 5 6 11
Less educated men 4 4
Mean age (years) 34 28 27 33 29 29 26
Ever divorced (%) 40 0 0 0 33 20 0
Single (%) 60 0 25 16 67 40
LAT (%) 0 50 25 67 33 0 25
Cohabitation (%) 20 33 25 0 0 0 50
Married (*) (%) 20 17 25 16* 0 60 25
Has children (%) 60 0 13 16 66 80 25
Non-Dutch origin (%) 50 20 50 13 80 50
Total N. of participants 5 6 8 6 6 5 4 40

Note: * = registered partnership

Among the women of both higher and lower education, 40 and 33 per cent,
respectively, had ever experienced a divorce. By contrary, there weren’t any divorced
men represented in any of the male focus groups. Differences in divorce rates did not
substantially vary by ethnicity. Official statistics linking cohabitation and ethnicity are
not available for Rotterdam. Dutch census data, however, show that only few of the
second-generation migrants from Turkey or Morocco live together with a partner
without being married (Garssen et al. 2001). Surinamese and Antilleans more
frequently live together unmarried than their Turkish or Moroccan counterparts, but less
frequently than their Dutch counterparts. The majority of second-generation Turkish
and Moroccan migrants marry another second-generation migrant with the same ethnic
background. Surinamese and Antillean adults by contrast are more likely to marry a
native Dutch. Divorce rates for marriages between non-native Dutch adults are higher
than Dutch average (Garssen et al. 2001).
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4. Results

The analyses of the seven focus group discussions revealed that views on cohabitation
and marriage in the Netherlands are diverse but still reflect the high level of
individualization in Dutch society. The participants were very reluctant to prescribe
norms or set standards for others in terms of the ‘right’ kind of relationship. In all
discussions, participants stressed that the context of high relationship instability, and
divorce in particular, would influence people’s decisions about cohabitation and
marriage. We found evidence for the different ways in which cohabitation (and
marriage) may protect people from the negative consequences of divorce that we
introduced in the theoretical framework: Cohabitation as an avoidance of marriage, as a
test for marriage, and marriage as a legal “package deal”. We also found differences
across the educational groups in how prominently these opinions were expressed.
Surprisingly, in some of the discussions, we found a strong emphasis on marriage as an
expression of utmost commitment, a concept not derived from the theoretical
framework of individualization theory. In the following, we elaborate on these findings.

4.1 Cohabitation, marriage and individualization: Free choices and pure
relationships

The increasing popularity of unmarried cohabitation was mainly discussed in light of
the individualization, secularization, and emancipation of Dutch society. In the focus
group of highly educated men, a discussion among the participants exemplifies this
view:

Society has become much more individualistic, so yes, that is what is
going on. Look at the incomes, it [marriage] is of course not that
necessary anymore, people have also become a little bit more mature,
women are a little more emancipated, and if you put all these puzzle
pieces together, you get that result.

— | think because society has of course also become more secular, the
influence of the Church has decreased.

— | think that there are fewer marriages because there is no pressure
anymore from society to do so. [FG3, male, highly educated]

Some respondents explicitly mentioned that traditions would be replaced by new values
that focus on individualism and self-actualization.
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One leaves traditions and dogmas behind and, yes, chooses for self-
interest, materialism, this kind of social developments are at play...yes,
and therefore people want to develop themselves, study, have a career, be
more focused on designing their own life path. [FG4, man, highly
educated]

One female participant suggested that the traditional institution of marriage is at odds
with modern values, such as women’s autonomy and equality.

The history of marriage for me... | cannot identify myself with it. | want
my own independence. | want equality for men and women. If you enter a
marriage, seen from the past, the woman becomes economically
dependent on the man. The woman has to follow the orders. [FG2,
woman, highly educated]

Given the absence of external pressure, for many participants the need to marry is no
longer evident in the Netherlands. Consequently, there was broad agreement that
interpersonal commitment within a couple can be equally high within cohabitation and
marriage.

You no longer need to marry in order to live together. This is also how |
see it, it is not very relevant anymore whether you are married or not
when living together. [FG3, man, highly educated]

Even when children are present, Dutch focus group participants stressed that the
specific type of relationship was quite irrelevant.

Having a happy mom and dad is much more important than having a
married mom and dad [FG3, man, highly educated]

The most important thing for children is just being there physically. The
rest is just...how to say this....decoration. [FG3, man, highly educated]

No [to question whether children would be happier if their parents were
married], because children do not care whether their parents are married
or just living together. [FG5, woman, low educated]

As such, there was a strong consensus across all focus groups that people are free
to make their own choices with regard to the relationship type they want to live in.
Interestingly, even participants with a religious and/or ethnic background who
mentioned that, for them, unmarried cohabitation would not be an option, expressed
approving views on cohabitation as a choice for others. However, participants with
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different educational backgrounds expressed varying views on the consequences of
individualization processes for the nature and stability of relationships. In line with the
notion that the highly educated would be at the vanguard of viewing cohabitation as the
ultimate form of a “pure relationship” (Giddens 1992), the highly educated, and
particularly the female participants, emphasized that the absence of legal ties in a
cohabiting relationship would express their emotional bond with their partner. They
argued that cohabitors stay together because they intentionally choose to be together,
not because they are ‘tied to each other’ in marriage.

In a different way...even when you are not married, you are with your
partner, because you really want to be with each other and not because
you are afraid to divorce ‘because we made the vows in the past, now I
am stuck with you and I can’t go back’. I think that a lot of people
appreciate just that they are with each other because they want to be
every single day, because you can leave if you want to. [FG1, woman,
highly educated]

Another difference in the way in which the highly educated differed from less
educated participants was the way in which the consequence of women’s emancipation
was discussed. For those with higher education, the advantages of economic
independence predominantly facilitated alternatives to traditional marriage. Women
who are financially independent would no longer need to rely on their partner.

Why should I get married? Plus, |1 have my own income. Twenty years
ago that wasn’t the case. In those days, you depended on your husband,
while nowadays the majority of women is employed and no longer have
to wait for the monthly household money to come in... they are
independent. [FG1, woman, highly educated]

Those with lower education argued that traditionally, social expectations for women’s
and men’s roles were clear and distinct. Increasing gender equity would have led to
men and women competing for similar gender roles.

It used to be quite different, for instance it was like that: the woman
stayed at home, with the children, the man went out for work, now it is
different, it is really shared. Now it is like: What you can, I can do as
well. And what you can, I can do better. [FG6, woman, low education]

Sharing home and work related tasks within a couple would have increased
competition, arguments and conflicts between men and women. Because people would
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no longer be willing to work out their relationship problems, the increased conflict
potential would ultimately cause more relationships to dissolve.

[Interviewer:] Why do you think is it that fewer people marry these days?

— Because people are too lazy to make their relationships work. [FGS6,
woman, low education]

In sum, all focus group participants agreed that changes in the meaning of
cohabitation and marriage are a consequence of broader societal change towards more
personal freedom in making choices about with whom and how to live as a couple.
With the exception of religious participants, who were more reluctant to view
cohabitation as a true alternative to legal marriage, participants agreed that interpersonal
commitment within cohabitation may be as high as within marriage, and ultimately, the
quality and not the label of a relationship would be what really counts. They perceived
long term cohabiting unions and marriages as largely similar in their function for couple
and family life. However, when discussing the advantages and disadvantages of
cohabitation and marriage, the discussions evoked clear dissimilarities of both union
types. These were often discussed in the light of high divorce rates in the Netherlands.

4.2 Cohabitation as a risk-reduction strategy

In our theoretical framework we argued that people in individualized societies would be
aware of the increased risk of union instability due to increasing conflict-potential in
modern relationships. The high context of divorce in the Netherlands was a prominent
reason mentioned to explain why people would prefer cohabitation rather than
marriage.

I think it is because of everything they [people] have experienced in their
surrounding, the experiences of their loved ones, divorces and problems
and that kind of things [FG5, woman, low education]

Indeed, participants reported certain advantages in cohabiting rather than marrying in
order to avoid the severe consequences of divorce. In the following, we will present
results showing evidence for two types of strategies to decrease the risk of divorce by
preferring cohabitation to marriage.
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4.2.1 Cohabitation as a strategic long term response to high marital instability

People might refrain from marriage because they worry about subsequent divorce and
chose to cohabit instead (Miller, Sassler, and Kusi-Appouh 2011). Indeed, we found
evidence that there is a general worry about divorce that colors people’s views on
cohabitation and marriage.

People have become very cynical about marriage and, also problems
within a marriage. People do not take risks anymore. [FG2, woman,
highly educated]

Perhaps it is our generation that is brought up with the idea that
[marriage] often goes wrong, that that is a catalyzing factor... this is of
course not the initial factor why people start living together unmarried.
But if it [marriage] goes wrong more often, you might think ‘well ....I'd
better not risk a failure, because | will experience a lot of negative
consequences’. [FG3, man, highly educated]

Across educational groups we identified differences in the fears associated with marital
divorce. For the higher educated, these fears were related to a public confession of
personal failure if a marriage ends in divorce.

I think that it would be some kind of a failure in public, if you get
divorced. It’s a bigger failure, so to say, than when you separate while
living together or while just having a relationship [FG4, man, highly
educated]

This quote also reveals the personal perception of divorce as a greater personal failure
than merely separating from a cohabiting partner. There was, however, vivid discussion
within some of the groups (across the educational spectrum) of whether or not a divorce
would be more severe than separation from a cohabiting partner. Participants usually
agreed that the legal consequences of a marital separation would be more severe in
terms of time it takes to divorce as well as the number of things that need to be sorted
out, whereas the emotional consequences may be as severe when a cohabiting
relationship dissolves.

Whereas the highly educated thus argued that refraining from marriage would
imply some psychological benefits, the less educated, and in particular the female
participants, explicitly mentioned the financial benefits of cohabiting rather than
marrying. They were often very cynical about marriage and often divorced themselves.
Being hard-pressed for money put strain on relationships and ultimately led to
separation.
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Yes, the money, it’s a frustration in principle, the money is a need, here in
the Netherlands, well, in a lot of countries, but at a certain moment, it
starts eating you up, you start blaming each other, like ‘but you wanted
that, and you wanted this’ and then at a certain moment....things get all
worked up, a thing you don’t want...and before things really get out of
hand, people get divorced. You don’t want this situation. [FG5, woman,
low educated]

Financial problems may also be part of the negative consequences of divorce.
Cohabitation thus would imply a lower financial risk compared to marriage. Debts of
the partner that would become joint debts in case of marriage (and divorce) would hold
them back from getting married.

I have just learned that a lot of things can go wrong by getting married.
Because then it is no longer your things, but your joint things. And when
he does something wrong, you automatically do something wrong. Debts
for instance, that will then also be your responsibility, and may stay your
responsibility even when you are divorced. [FG5, woman, low education]

4.2.2 Cohabitation as a testing ground for marriage

Participants also discussed how cohabitation was a way to reduce the risk of divorce by
allowing couples to test the marriage potential of the relationship. While this theme was
discussed throughout the focus groups, the respondents with higher education
respondents focused on it more. Although participants did not always agree whether the
emotional consequences of dissolving a cohabiting relationship would be less severe,
participants repeatedly argued that a big advantage of cohabitation is that it is easier to
leave than marriage.

People prefer to live together unmarried. It’s like a subscription, you can
easily quit it and move on with your life. It’s without obligations. [FG3,
man, highly educated]

One female participant argued in favor of this strategy as a response to another
(religious) participant who planned to marry straight from her parental home:

Yes, but with cohabitation you can test whether or not it [the relationship]
works. If you marry from your parental home, you don’t even know how
to take care of yourself, let alone what it is like to live with someone else.
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Especially when you [as a couple] have to start running your own little
household. It might be the case that you do not like it at all and then you
have to divorce and then you get all the fuss. [FG2, woman, highly
educated]

4.2.3 Marriage as a way to safeguard financial and legal issues

As discussed in the theoretical section, marriage can also be seen as a risk-reduction
strategy, in terms of the protection of property, tax and social benefits, parental rights,
and the assurance of alimonies in case of divorce. Especially among the highly educated
male participants, there was consensus that marriage has a lot of legal benefits that
come “in a package”.

We then thought, you know what, we will have a registered partnership,
because [marriage]...the fuss. But then we started to look closely at all
the arrangements and yes, marriage is a good institution. Everything is
covered at once and everything is cared for. [FG3 man, highly educated]

Participants felt that taking advantage of these benefits is a legitimate reason to marry,
particularly when expecting a child.

That’s the big advantage of marrying in the context of children, in legal
terms it’s a good Match. In a moral sense, well, I don’t really care, but it
is a lot more practical to marry before. [FG4, man, highly educated]

Marriage as a risk-reduction strategy was only lightly touched upon by highly educated
women when discussing whether marriage should happen on common grounds or in
separate estate. They took a strategic stance, and thought marrying in a separate estate
was a better solution than marrying on common grounds when partners differed
strongly in financial resources or when one of the partners owned a company.

Less educated male participants most explicitly discussed marriage as a risk-
reduction strategy. Interestingly, however, they were strongly disapproving of marrying
solely for strategic reasons. They felt that getting married to gain custody over one’s
children and to secure one’s rights to one’s children would be awkward and too
strategic and people who would do so would not approach their relationship in the way
they should.

When you are expecting a child, you shouldn’t get married, because of
the mere fact that marriage is securing your rights, because then you only
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marry for the child, not because you yourself are ready. [FG7, man, low
education].

The less educated male participants felt that “all or nothing” was part of the symbolism
of marriage. In contrast to more educated women who approved marriage in separate
estate under certain circumstances, less educated men perceived that as a signal of
lacking commitment. For them it was either marrying “all the way” or not marrying at
all and perhaps simply registering the partnership.

Yes, otherwise you start the commitment [marrying in separate estate] a
little paranoid ‘hey, just in case’. ‘Sweetheart, I love you, let’s get
married’. ‘On equal terms?’ ‘No, no because when the relationship fails,
well...then....". When you are there on one knee, you can’t say that
(laughs). [FG7, man, low education]

In sum, whereas higher educated respondents, and in particular men, approved
marriage as a strategy to secure legal and financial rights, lower education men
evaluated such an approach as a devaluation of the institution of marriage.

4.3 Marriage as the ‘utmost commitment’

Even though the less educated male respondents were quite exceptional in their attitude
towards marriage as a risk-reduction strategy, they were not the only group holding the
opinion that marriage would be the ‘real deal’ in terms of commitment. Most
participants, both the higher and lower educated, viewed marriage as an indication that
the couple is very serious about making the relationship work.

The costs of breaking up are just so much higher, in both a symbolic, a
financial and in an emotional way when you get married. When you
decide to marry and to propose, it has to be something magical. You then
say ‘I am really, really sure that I want to be with you for a very long
time. | am sure to such an extent that | want to commit myself to you, a
commitment which when ended, will costs us both a lot’. [FG4, man,

highly educated]

Getting married is seen as a strong public statement, particularly according to the male
participants. Marriage not only signals serious commitment towards one’s partner, but
is also a public statement in front of family and friends.
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Marriage has a symbolic meaning....people make a statement to society
‘this man belongs to me.’ [FG3, man, highly educated]

Less educated male respondents took this notion even further. They felt that couples
should only marry when the relationship is truly ready for this. The birth of a child
should not be a trigger for marriage as this may even increase the risk of relationship
dissolution.

Then you only marry, because you have a child, and what if....But I think
that the chance, if you only do it [enter marriage] for your child, then it is
more likely that, because you have rushed into marriage, you eventually
split up. [FG7, man, low education]

The finding that children are not an adequate reason to marry is in line with
conclusions drawn from qualitative studies in the United States (e.g., Sassler, Miller,
and Favinger 2009). The couple’s relationship is paramount, and only the level of
commitment between the partners should be a reason to enter marriage. In the Dutch
context, where cohabitors have the option of registering their relationship, less educated
male participants also argued that if a couple wants to take care of legal matters and
does not yet feel ready to marry, they should register the union. This statement suggests
that registering a partnership would imply less commitment than getting married. It also
suggests that less educated participants view the option of entering a registered
partnership as a way to protect the value of marriage.

5. Conclusion and discussion

This paper analyzed qualitative data from 40 participants in seven focus group
discussions held in the Netherlands to study views on cohabitation and marriage in an
individualized society. First, we explored whether Dutch adults’ views on cohabitation
and marriage reflected the individualized nature of Dutch society with its emphasis on
personal freedom but also in a context of increased relationship instability. The
participants indeed discussed the increasing popularity of unmarried cohabitation in
light of different dimensions of the individualization process, such as women’s
economic emancipation, educational expansion, secularization and changing gender
roles and looser family ties. We found clear evidence that the Dutch feel free to make
choices regarding union formation that are in line with the values they hold and the
needs they have. Respondents emphasized that they do not want to set standards or
prescribe norms about marriage.
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Remarkably, in all focus group discussions, the increased popularity of
cohabitation in the Netherlands was also discussed as a consequence of the growing
instability of relationships in individualized societies. This finding is in line with studies
from the United States that showed that views on cohabitation and marriage reflect the
context of high relationship instability in which people have been socialized (Miller,
Sassler, and Kusi-Appouh 2011).

Some participants, mostly highly educated, explicitly stated that avoiding
economic and legal dependence from the partner by cohabiting rather than marrying
would express the voluntary intention of staying in a relationship. Others pointed out
that the content of the relationship would count more than the label. In that sense, we
found evidence that cohabitation in the Netherlands is viewed as a relationship type in
which interpersonal commitment can be as high as in marriage, for instance when
cohabitors live together for a long time and have children together. Beyond that,
however, we found little evidence that cohabitation and marriage were perceived as
similar. Participants viewed cohabitation as generally inferior to marriage in terms of
interpersonal commitment and economic dependence, and consequently as having less
severe emotional and legal consequences in case of union dissolution.

Second, we studied whether Dutch adults view cohabitation as reducing the risk of
relationship dissolution and if so, how they think cohabitation would reduce that risk.
We identified two strategies. On the one hand, participants argued that fearing a divorce
might permanently discourage people from marrying. Whereas the highly educated
were more likely to fear personal failure if a marriage does not last, less educated
women mentioned financial loss as a reason to forego marriage. Specifically, they felt
that the costs of a wedding would be a waste if the marriage ended, but they also feared
being liable for the debts of their partner after divorce. On the other hand, participants
viewed cohabitation as a strategy to test the compatibility between partners before
moving to more serious legal commitment.

Third, we explored whether Dutch adults thought that certain life events would
trigger marriage. While our participants found it difficult to think of triggers to
marriage, when they did, they viewed marriage as having certain advantages for
reducing the negative consequences of divorce, although this was mainly discussed
among the higher educated. When discussing marriage as a risk reduction strategy, the
emphasis was not on avoiding divorce but protecting the individual in case of divorce.
In that sense, marriage was perceived as the “real package deal” in terms of legal
arrangements. Highly educated participants felt that the marriage contract would
conveniently regulate all legal matters and spare people the fuss of setting up a
cohabitation agreement. One reason why people with higher financial resources
apparently consider this more important could be that they have more to lose in
financial terms, but they may also be more informed about the legal consequences of a
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divorce. The argument that marriage — rather than cohabitation — will protect them from
the negative consequences of separation was strongly linked to the presence of children.

We were surprised that many participants stressed the emotional and symbolic
distinctiveness of marriage. In a context in which all legal matters can be arranged
outside marriage, incentives and norms to marry are weak, and divorce is prevalent, the
choice for a “real marriage” might be a more conscious decision that is of great
symbolic value for those who choose it. Based on the discussions in our focus groups,
we can conclude that people are aware of the potentially severe consequences of
divorce. Marriage may therefore signal an ultimate commitment and the confidence that
one will defy the odds (Miller, Sassler, and Kusi-Appouh 2011). This notion was
emphasized more strongly by the less educated participants.

This study provides important insights in the diverse views on cohabitation and
marriage in the Netherlands, but it does not come without limitations. First of all, the
data are not representative of the Netherlands as a whole. Sample sizes of focus group
discussions are generally too small to draw conclusions about the whole population.
The participants live in Rotterdam, one of the largest urban areas of the Netherlands.

We moreover encountered difficulties in recruiting some of the lower educated
participants and had to add snowball methods to our recruitment strategy to ensure a
sufficient number of participants to conduct a focus group discussion. Although we
succeeded in conducting focus group discussions among low educated and hard to reach
participants, the men with low education in our sample are more highly educated than
their counterparts at the national level. Furthermore, during the discussion, participants
were explicitly encouraged to think about reasons “others” may have to cohabit or to
marry, rather than explaining their own behavior. Consequently, the participants’ own
behaviors might contradict their expressed views and attitudes. For instance, even
though the less educated discussed many advantages of unmarried cohabitation, they
personally strongly preferred marriage to (registered) cohabitation. At the same time,
many less educated women in our sample had been married in the past, but — as a result
of having personally experienced a divorce — often strongly opposed marriage.

Moreover, the social dynamic within a focus group may have resulted in larger
agreement among focus group participants, or participants with deviant opinions may
have been more reluctant to express their personal opinions. For instance, very religious
participants might have expressed more approving attitudes towards cohabitation out of
social desirability. Finally, probably a peculiarity of the Dutch mentality, our focus
group participants were reluctant to answer the question on what would prompt
marriage. During the data collection we chose to probe respondents to think about life
events that may trigger marriage, for instance childbearing. This particular question
may have activated a Dutch ‘norm’ to never prescribe norms or set standards for others
and could be interpreted as a manifestation of individualization. We might have
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received more nuanced views if the focus had been on processes that may make
marriage eventually the right union status. For example, after several years of
cohabitation, a relationship can grow into a stage were marriage is thought to be
appropriate. If this is the case, we most likely were not successful in detecting whether
people hold such attitudes about when to marry, and focus groups as such may not be
the best setting to elicit reasons for marrying, because these decisions are made by
individuals or couples.

Despite these limitations, this study has shed light on Dutch adults’ views on
cohabitation and marriage, how the specific societal context has shaped these
perceptions and more generally which role individualization processes play in people’s
intimate lives. Increasing relationship instability has increased people’s fear of divorce
to which they respond by choosing to cohabit as a risk-reduction strategy. Hence, in
individualized societies, people may not simply cohabit as a substitute for marriage, but
may also view cohabitation as a safeguard against relationship failure. Nonetheless,
people might also perceive marriage as risk reducing in a context of high divorce rates,
as it can protect an individual’s economic situation upon separation. Hence, in
individualized societies, people do not completely dismiss the concept of interpersonal
commitment and the symbolic meaning of marriage, they employ strategies to protect
themselves when making decisions about union formation. This study has revealed that
family scholars should take into consideration such risk-reduction strategies when
studying new patterns of union formation and the emergence of cohabitation.
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