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Abstract 
 The third decade of life from ages 20 through 29 is the heart of the normative age range 
for the transition to adulthood. Trajectories related to school, jobs, marriage and household 
headship observed in this age range give good indications of the overall shape and speed of the 
entire transition process. Evidence related to this third decade of life comes from international 
integrated public use microdata samples (IPUMS-I) from the United States, France, Austria and 
Italy. In Austria and Italy the links between household headship and marriage remain strong. In 
France and the United States, the role of paid worker in the labor force increasingly supplants 
family roles as a basis for headship. But in all four studied countries, young adults also are taking 
up the householder role without either of these traditional institutionalized supports as 
prerequisites, and sometimes while still engaged in the formerly non-adult role of enrolled 
student. Living as head of a separate household is becoming a marker in its own right for adult 
status. 
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Role Transitions and Adulthood 
 Each human being is born, ages, and then disappears from the population. Our temporary 
status on this earth and our continuous aging create an inescapable dilemma facing every human 
society. To sustain a relatively stable institutional context, the life course includes age-bounded 
roles (Benedict 1938) for children, adolescents, adults and elders. While a person occupies such 
a role the fact of continuous aging may be ignored temporarily. However, age boundaries reflect 
our transience as individuals. Transitions through these age-bounded roles (Foner & Kertzer 
1978) generate a perpetual demographic metabolism in society. 
 As an umbrella term for several of these compromises between transient individual lives 
and a stable societal context, “adulthood” furnishes a classic example of the problem of role 
transitions. Social scientists explore age-bounded roles within the institutionalized social 
contexts of the family (Hogan & Astone 1986, Buchmann 1989, Modell 1989, Bumpass, Sweet 
& Cherlin 1991, Goldscheider & Waite 1991, Shanahan 2000, Corijn & Klijzing 2001, Benson 
& Furstenberg 2007, Gauthier 2007, Settersen & Ray 2010) and the economy (Blossfeld 1995, 
Oppenheimer 1998, Hill & Yeung 1999, Smeeding & Philips 2002, Sassler & Goldscheider 
2004) in particular as aspects of the transition into adulthood (Modell, Furstenberg & Hershberg 
1976, Furstenberg, Cook, Sampson & Slap 2002). Both marriage and a job have been widely 
recognized across the years and across societies as markers of adult status, and roles as spouse 
and worker are excellent examples of the age-bounded compromises that any society must make 
between stable social structure and transient aging individuals. Closely connected to marriage in 
the transition to adult family roles, parenthood also might be considered as a marker of adult 
status in some cultures. However, the lack of census data on parenthood status of men led to 
exclusion of childbirth events in this analysis. A third important role also emerges in many 
contemporary large, complex and institutionally differentiated societies: the role of student 
within institutionalized education systems (Coppola 2004). This age-bounded student role may 
not be a marker of adulthood, but it must be considered when examining role transitions into 
marriage and employment because normative ages for the student role now overlap and may 
interfere with the other two more traditional role transitions. 
 A fourth role transition, independent residence as a householder responsible for one’s 
own household, also sometimes is considered in relation to the transition to adulthood (Laslett 
1972, Kobrin 1973, Hajnal 1982, Cook & Furstenberg 1982, Pampel 1983, Goldscheider & 
DaVanzo 1985, Santi 1990, Goldscheider 1997, Arnett 1998, Billari et al 2002). While 
household headship implies separation from the household of one’s parents, it involves more 
than simply leaving home, another event widely studied in this context (Glick & Lin 1986, 
Goldscheider & LeBourdais 1986, Goldscheider & Goldscheider 1993, Cherlin, Scabini & Rossi 
1997, Billari, Mazuc & Ongaro 2002, Gutman, Mulder, Clark & Wagner 2002, Pullum-Pinon & 
Pullum 2002). Some young adults who leave parental homes do become heads of their own new 
households, but many others simply become dependents in another household headed by 
someone else. Households are social constructs with specific physical, spatial locations, unlike 
many other kinds of social groups. As such they involve not only families, jobs and schools, but 
also the built residential environment (Winkler 1992, Mulder, Clark & Wagner 2006). The 
institutionalized system for controlling rights and access to residential property forms the 
background upon which each society draws its patterns of household headship, just as the 
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institutionalized system of kinship serves as a background for marriage patterns, and the 
institutionalized system of production and exchange in market or command economies forms the 
background for labor force roles of individuals. Institutionalized roles like renter, landlord, or 
owner form a dimension of social organization based on the control of residential property. The 
relation between household headship and other role dimensions of adulthood can be seen in 
terms of structural details of this property system (Haurin, Hendershott & Kim 1993), and its 
articulation with the other dimensions of schooling, kinship and labor force participation.  
 Household headship sometimes has been viewed as only an aspect of the other transitions 
noted above, but today the transition to householder status has begun to separate from transitions 
related to school, jobs and marriage (Furstenberg et al 2004, Mouw 2005, Fussell, Gauthier & 
Evans 2007) and increasingly constitutes a marker of adulthood in its own right. Differentiation 
or separation of the different dimensions of the transition to adulthood has progressed more 
slowly in some societies and more quickly in others (Bruekner & Mayer 2005, Elzinga & 
Liefbroer 2007). This study examines such societal contrasts in household headship as an 
element of adulthood. 
 
Census Evidence on Household Arrangements and Role Transitions 
 For countries considered here, the third decade of life from ages 20 through 29 is the 
heart of the normative age range for the transition to adulthood. While some transitions (notably 
employment) begin prior to age 20, and other transitions (notably marriage) do not reach a stable 
level until after age 30, this third decade of life is the key to understanding all the role transitions 
considered here. Trajectories related to school, jobs, marriage and household headship observed 
within the 20-29 age range give good indications of the overall shape and speed of the entire 
transition process for each of these roles.  
 Evidence related to this third decade of life comes from international integrated public 
use microdata samples (IPUMS-I) of respondents to recent national censuses in various 
countries. These individual records include information on age, sex, marital status, educational 
attainment, household living arrangements, and labor force status, so that role transitions in each 
of these social dimensions can be tracked and compared.  
 Only a limited number of countries have been integrated into IPUMS-I to date and some 
of the samples cannot be used for the current analysis due to data deficiencies. For example, in 
the 2001 UK census sample each individual has a separate “household” serial number rather than 
everyone in a household sharing the same household serial number, so the composition of the 
household cannot be determined by aggregating people on the basis of this identifier. The same 
lack of household structure occurs in IPUMS-I census samples from Canada, Spain, and a 
number of other countries. The 2001 Hungarian census sample is not suited to the analysis 
because lineal relatives beyond one generation (grandparents, grandchildren), collateral relatives 
of all types (siblings, cousins, aunts, uncles), and some categories of unrelated persons are all 
combined into a single category of relationship to household head, so relationship categories 
needed for this analysis are not provided in sufficient detail. The Greek IPUMS-I census data 
include only measures of lifetime completed education, not a response about current school 
enrolment, so one key dimension of the transition to adulthood for young adults is missing. The 
countries studied here include only France, the United States, Italy and Austria. These countries 
were chosen on the basis of data availability, and because comparisons among these four 
illustrate particularly well the central point to be made about the changing place of household 
headship as part of the transition to adulthood. 
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Measuring the Extent of Adult Role Involvement 
 The student role generally is not regarded as an actual element of adulthood. One might 
even say that adulthood is delayed until a person leaves the student role. In fact, the student role 
traditionally was seen as inconsistent with two of the institutional components of adulthood 
noted above—paying jobs and family formation. Despite this historical non-adult character of 
the student role, in a number of countries the practice has developed of providing university 
students in the third decade of life with stipends and other forms of support, almost as though the 
student role were a form of government employment. Thus the extent to which students at 
universities continue to live with parents well into the third decade of life varies dramatically 
across countries. This may change the character of the student role and allow it to qualify to 
some extent as a marker of adulthood. 
 Labor force participation by itself also never was a sufficient condition for adult status or 
household headship. Although a sizeable share of both men and women at ages 20 through 29 
participate in the paid labor force in many countries, many of these workers continue to live as 
dependents in the households of other people, particularly with their own parents. In fact, for 
women the correlation between jobs and household headship (even as a partner of a male 
householder—see below) has been negative in many societies. Both student and paid worker 
roles for women have been viewed in some times and places as temporary, and as inconsistent 
with adult roles of wife and mother. On the other hand, the wages/salaries that come with paid 
employment also create the opportunity for women to contribute to supporting an independent 
household separate from parents. 
 The one role dimension of adulthood most strongly linked to household headship in most 
countries traditionally has been entry into marriage. Increasingly, however, young adults in many 
countries are forming couples as well as households without the formal step of marriage (Santi 
1990, Bumpass, Sweet & Cherlin 1991, Mantin 1996, Toulemon 1997, Heuveline & Timberlake 
2004). 
 The analysis below combines the three transitions involving student, worker and spouse 
roles into a state space that distinguishes eight separate combinations: single only (that is, not in 
school, not in the labor force, and never married), single student, single worker, single student 
worker, and then for people who have ever married, married only, married student, married 
worker and married student worker. It is important to keep in mind that “married” here means 
“ever married,” and includes persons who are divorced or widowed. While marriage may help to 
define adulthood, adult status certainly is not removed by divorce or widowhood. Each census 
respondent between ages 20 and 29 in each country sample of IPUMS-I data falls into one and 
only one of these eight role-combination categories. 

Figures 1a & 1b Here 
 Figure 1 shows the distribution of young men (1a) and women (1b) at ages 20 through 29 
over these eight role-combination categories in France, the United States, Austria and Italy, as 
enumerated in censuses in or near the year 2000. On the assumption that a person enumerated in 
such a category occupied the specified role(s) for approximately one year during the census year, 
this cross-sectional census picture can be thought of as a synthetic period estimate of the 
percentage of the third decade of life spent in each of the eight possible role combinations by an 
imaginary cohort passing from age 20 through age 29.  
 Figures 1a and 1b both show several interesting contrasts across countries. First, marriage 
occupied a much larger share of this third decade of life for both men and women in the United 
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States than in the considered European countries. Second, people averaged roughly two years of 
this decade of life as enrolled students in all countries (slightly less for men and slightly more for 
women), although the student role was noticeably shorter in Austria. However, about two-thirds 
of this time spent in the student role in the United States also involved simultaneous participation 
in the labor force for both men and women, while in Europe the student role hardly overlapped at 
all with other institutionalized roles like spouse or paid worker. This contrast results from the 
more generous state subsidies for students in post-secondary education in most European 
countries. Third, young men spent an average of about eight years and young women spent an 
average of about seven years of this decade of life in each country as members of the paid labor 
force (slightly higher in Austria due to earlier average school exit). This near-uniformity in the 
extent of the role of paid worker is important to keep in mind for comparison with the discussion 
below of household living arrangements. 
 
Detailed Categories of Household Living Arrangements 
 The primary focus in this analysis is on household headship (Carliner 1975, . Gendered 
assumptions by census agencies about household headship continue to be made in a number of 
countries to the present day, and these definitions can create problems for measurement. In 
particular, the male partner in a marriage sometimes is assumed to be the head of the household 
regardless of actual economic or property relations, while the female partner sometimes is listed 
automatically as a dependent of her male partner. To take account of these definitional issues, 
people enumerated as heads of households and also those reported as spouses/partners of 
household heads are all counted and defined here as “householders.” This definition reflects the 
social reality that co-resident couples generally share the actual day-to-day responsibilities of 
heading a household, whether they are married or not. All other persons in a household are 
defined as “dependents.”  
 This aspect of the transition to adulthood also can be disaggregated into more detailed 
categories. People who are not householders (“dependents”) fall into three sub-categories:  
 1) They could be lineal relatives of the head of the household where they lived (in almost 
all cases this means the person was counted as “child of head of household”).  
 2) They could be collateral relatives (that is, cousins, brothers, sisters, uncles, nieces and 
so on) of the head of household.  
 3) They could be unrelated to the head of household. This category does not include 
unmarried partners of household heads. A person identified as such a partner is counted in the 
same way as a spouse—that is, as a householder. In this way, unmarried cohabitation is 
appropriately part of our measure of household headship and living arrangements, though not a 
part of our measure of entry into formal marriage. 
 For heads of household and their partners/spouses, “relation to head of household” is not 
interesting because it is defined here as the same for everyone. In the case of these householders, 
it is more informative to ask what kinds of households these people were heading. Using the 
household serial number in each IPUMS-I census file, respondents were aggregated into 
households and these households were coded according to the presence of members with various 
relationships to the household head. Household characteristics were then used to sort 
householders into four sub-categories:  
 1) A couple might head a household together as married or unmarried partners, and the 
household might also contain other dependents besides themselves. In most cases these other 
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dependents were children of the couple, but they could also include parents and other relatives of 
the couple, or even unrelated boarders, lodgers or other people. 
 2) A couple might head a household together, but that household might contain no one 
besides the partners themselves. Solo couples in the 20 through 29 age range managed to form an 
independent household of their own, but were not directly responsible for support of any other 
dependents in those homes. 
 3) A man or a woman living as a head of household without a partner/spouse might have 
other dependents living with him or her. These other dependents could include children (the 
great majority of such cases) or a parent or other relatives, or even unrelated persons living as 
dependents with this single householder. 
 4) A man or a woman might be living alone in a “household for one” as a primary 
individual. These people qualify as householders in charge of their own household, but they are 
not responsible in that household for any person other than themselves. 
 Household living arrangements can be viewed in terms of these sub-categories for both 
dependents and householders. Figures 2a (for men) and 2b (for women) show household living 
arrangements at ages 20 through 29 in the four studied countries, grouping the three categories of 
dependents below the central horizontal axis of the figure (shown as blue, green and gray 
segments with negative percents) and the four categories of householders above the horizontal 
axis (shown as yellow, orange, brown and red segments with positive percents). 

Figures 2a & 2b Here 
 Despite the contrast between the United States and European countries for the role 
categories (particularly marriage) depicted in Figure 1, the pattern of household headship for 
both men and women at ages 20 through 29 actually appears very similar in the United States 
and France. At the turn of the century the United States had slightly more young adults at these 
ages living as single heads of household and also as unrelated dependents in the households of 
others, but the overall share of householders versus dependents is very similar in the two 
countries despite much earlier marriages in the U.S. census sample. The similarity between 
French and U.S. headship patterns reflects the more prevalent and more institutionalized 
character of unmarried cohabitation in France (Toulemon 1997, Heuveline & Timberlake 2004). 
 On the other hand, while the three European countries looked very much like each other 
in terms of the salience of different role-combination categories in Figure 1, much larger 
differences appear between these three countries in the extent of household headship during the 
third decade of life. Both of these forms of incongruity between the two Figures already hint at 
the central point of this study—that household headship can no longer be considered simply as a 
by-product or reflection of the three institutionalized role transitions involving students, spouses 
and workers. 
 
Decomposition of Headship Changes in Relation to Other Roles 
 Since household headship traditionally was seen as merely an expression of the other 
institutionalized role transitions into adult family and work roles, perhaps complicated by a 
temporary student role, it is fair to ask how much of the differences in household headship 
visible in Figure 2 are due to differences in the other role transitions. Two questions can be asked 
about the nature of this interaction between household living arrangements and other roles: 
 1. If household living arrangements within each particular combination of student, work 
and marriage roles were the same in each society, how would such household patterns have 
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differed for different countries, due solely to observed differences in the extent of involvement 
with student, work and marriage roles? 
 2. If the extent of involvement with student, work and marriage roles had been the same 
in each society, how would household living arrangements have differed, due solely to observed 
differences in the propensity to form and head households observed within such role 
combinations? 
 The answers to these two complementary questions are produced by component 
decomposition of the overall differences in household living arrangements illustrated in Figure 2. 
The first component, answering the first question above about variations in time spent in 
different role categories of student, worker and spouse, is calculated from sex-specific matrices 
of household status by role combinations for pairs of countries according to formula 1: 
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where rj is the proportion of all men or women from ages 20 through 29 who were enumerated in 
role category j (j = single only, single student, single worker, single student worker, married 
only, married student, married worker, or married student worker) and hi,j is the proportion of the 
persons in role category j who were enumerated in household living arrangement i (i = unrelated 
dependent, lineal dependent, collateral dependent, householder couple with dependents, solo 
householder couple, single householder with dependents, primary individual). These role-
duration terms capture differences in household living arrangements due to different levels of 
involvement in student, work and marriage roles in the two populations, assuming that within 
role-combination categories, the propensities for the various household arrangements in both 
populations are the average for the two populations. 
 The total of all these duration differences must sum to zero because the sum of all role-
combination categories equals the total population at ages 20 through 29 in each country. 
However, the different household components that make up these duration differences do not 
sum to zero for each specific household arrangement. The total contribution of some living 
arrangements to these duration effects is positive, while for some living arrangements the total 
duration effect is negative. It is the sum of all these different effects that balances out to zero. 
 The second component, answering the second question above about variations in living 
arrangements within each combination of role categories, is calculated using the same matrix of 
household status by role combinations from each pair of countries according to formula 2: 
 

∆�,�
� �

���
� � ��

	�
2

�
�,�
	 
 
�,�

� �,     �2� 
 
where all symbols have the same definitions as in Formula 1. These propensity terms capture 
differences in household living arrangements due to different propensities to live in households 
of various types within each role combination, assuming that distributions of men and women 
across student, worker and spouse role categories in both populations are the average for the two 
populations. For convenience, all comparisons below start with France as the reference country 
(country 1 in the formulas). Figures 3a and 3b show results of the component decomposition for 
young men and women in the United States in 2000, contrasted with France in 1999.  
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 Within each category of household living arrangements considered, the role duration 
effect from equation 1 and the household propensity effects within role categories from equation 
2 sum to the total observed difference between the two countries for that category of household 
living arrangements: 
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Sometimes these two component effects both have the same sign and reinforce each other in 
producing a difference between countries, but sometimes they have offsetting signs and partially 
cancel out one another with opposite effects. In all decompositions explored below, France is 
taken as the reference country. All effects are expressed in terms of figures for another country 
minus the equivalent figures for young adults in France. 
 
Household Arrangements in the United States and France 
 The top halves of Figures 3a for men and 3b for women present differences in the 
salience of particular role combinations among French and U.S. young adults. Bars extending to 
the left (with negative values) indicate less involvement for that role among U.S. men and 
women than for their French counterparts, while bars extending to the right (with positive 
values) show more U.S. involvement with a particular role combination than observed in France. 
For example, the two largest offsetting role differences were fewer single and more ever-married 
workers in the United States, due to the earlier marriage pattern noted in Figure 1 above. Role 
categories involving people in the labor force dominate among these duration effects simply 
because that particular role occupied more of the third decade of life than did any other. The U.S. 
had more young men living as married or single student-workers, while France showed a surplus 
of young men living as unmarried students not in the paid labor force. 
 Each such bar is further subdivided to show which specific living arrangements were 
implicated in the difference between countries for that role category. The French surplus of 
single workers involved men and women living as dependents with their parents, but also living 
in couples (that is, unmarried cohabitation—they had never married) with or without children 
(Winkler-Dworak & Toulemon 2007). The U.S. surplus of married workers involved mostly men 
heading households with partners, with or without other dependents, but also a few married 
couples still living as dependents. While U.S. couples were less likely to live in cohabiting 
unions, they were more likely to live as householder couples combining student and worker 
roles. 

Figures 3a & 3b Here 
 The bottom halves of Figures 3a and 3b tell the rest of the story about the difference 
between France and the United States in household living arrangements of young adults. Since 
each of these bars represents the balance of household choices within a particular role category, 
choices in France in favor of one living arrangement must be matched by choices in the U.S. in 
favor of a different arrangement. Each bar in the bottom half of the figures must be balanced 
between left and right, with some household arrangements on the left (favored in France) and the 
others on the right (favored in the U.S.). Here we see that the biggest differences between the 
two countries appear among unmarried students and workers for both men and women. In France 
these unmarried students and workers were more likely to live as cohabiting householders or 
primary individuals, while in the United States the unmarried students and workers were more 
likely to be living as single householders with dependents, and especially as dependents 
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themselves who were living in households headed by collateral relatives or unrelated persons 
such as roommates. 
 Figures 3a and 3b reveal that the superficial similarity of household living arrangements 
in France and the United States was produced quite differently in each country. Although a third 
of the young men and nearly half of the young women in each country headed households as 
couples, in France this was because most young adults lived as unmarried workers, and those 
workers were more likely than in the United States to form cohabiting couples. In the United 
States these young householder couples tended instead to be married, and in fact to combine 
marriage and employment or even marriage, employment and student roles. 
 
Household Arrangements in Austria and France 
 Figure 1 above revealed that young men and women in Austria spent considerably less of 
the third decade of life enrolled as students than was the case in France, and correspondingly 
more time active in the labor force instead. This earlier transition from student to paid work roles 
might lead us to expect more household headship among young adults in Austria. Instead, 
however, Figure 2 above clearly showed less household headship in Austria in 2001 than in 
France in 1999. Again it is clear that household headship is not simply an outcome of these other 
role transitions. Figures 4a for men and 4b for women present differences in the salience of 
particular role combinations at ages 20 through 29 in France and Austria, as well as differences 
in propensities to live in different household arrangements within each role category. 
 The modest role-duration effects shown in Figure 4 are very similar for men and for 
women. In France, young adults at ages 20 through 29 spent more time in the student role, 
virtually all of it unmarried and outside the labor force. In Austria they spent more time as paid 
workers out of school, mostly single but also to some extent as married workers. Most of the 
French students lived with their parents as dependents, while a sizeable share of the Austrian 
workers lived as couples heading households of their own, both married and unmarried. Thus the 
role-duration effects are just what one would expect if young Austrians were more likely to head 
their own households than were young adults in France. 

Figures 4a & 4b Here 
 But Figure 2 shows exactly the opposite. Young Austrians were less likely to head 
households of their own than were young French men and women. The answer to this anomaly is 
to be found in the bottom half of Figure 4. Based on these decomposition results, the explanation 
is quite simple. Young unmarried students and workers both showed the same French/Austrian 
contrast. In France these unmarried young adults were much more likely to form new cohabiting 
households of their own, even households with dependents (often their children), while young 
Austrians who were not yet married almost all continued to live as dependents, usually with their 
parents, even though more of them actually had paying jobs than in France. In France the roles of 
student and worker were more often viewed as appropriate grounds for forming new households 
(Roussel & Bourguignon 1978), while in Austria the defining transition for household formation 
continued to center on marriage. These propensities to live in different types of households 
within specific categories of student, worker and spouse roles outweighed the role-duration 
effects of less college and more paid labor force participation in Austria, with the result that 
young Austrians were more reluctant to start their own new households at ages 20 through 29. 
 
Household Arrangements in Italy and France 
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 A comparison of the third decade of life in Italy and in France provides an even clearer 
and more dramatic illustration of variations across countries in the differentiation of household 
headship from transitions into other adult roles. Figure 1 above showed almost identical 
involvement in student, worker and spouse roles among young men and women in Italy and in 
France at the turn of the century. About the same shares of people at ages 20 through 29 had ever 
married in the two countries. Both paid employment and higher education were at about the same 
levels among young adults in both countries. From these role distribution similarities, one might 
expect household living arrangements also to be about the same in the two countries. 
 Instead, Figures 2a for men and 2b for women reveal the largest studied contrast in 
household headship. Young adults in Italy are famous (Ongaro 2001, Billari, Castiglioni, Castro 
Martin, Michielen & Ongaro 2002, Cook & Furstenberg 2002) for this delayed transition into 
household headship. The top halves of Figures 5a and 5b show virtually no role-duration effects 
of any kind to explain such a contrast. We see a very tiny tendency for young Italians to live as 
single student workers (generally with their parents for men, but sometimes in cohabiting 
couples for women), balanced by an equally tiny tendency toward the married-worker role for 
French men and the single student role for French women, but these very small role-duration 
effects contribute almost nothing to the overall dramatic deficit of household headship among 
young Italians. 

Figures 5a & 5b Here 
 The entire story in the case of Italy compared to France is found within one or two bars in 
the bottom halves of Figures 5a and 5b. Particularly among young never-married people with 
jobs in the paid labor force, the propensities in France favor unmarried cohabitation as heads of 
independent households for both men and women. At ages 20 through 29, these young adults in 
France are more likely to head their own households even when they do not cohabit with 
someone—they show a greater propensity among single workers to live as primary individuals 
and single heads of household with no partner. By contrast, the young Italians (as documented in 
a number of other studies) continue to live as dependents in their parents’ homes. The present 
analysis reveals that this Italian dependency is overwhelmingly a feature of choices among only 
the unmarried young Italians. Figure 5 shows that among the ever-married there are virtually no 
propensity differences between France and Italy, just as there were no role-duration effects. The 
fact of marriage in Italy, as in Austria, continues to be the defining transition for adulthood with 
respect to forming separate new households, and marriage is as common in Italy at these ages as 
in France. The peculiar dependency of young adults in Italy is shown here to be confined to the 
never-married population, whether they are studying at universities or working in the paid labor 
force. The higher level of household headship in France is due not to any difference in 
proportions married (there is almost no difference) or to any difference in headship among the 
ever married (there is almost no difference here, either). It is due almost entirely to the greater 
propensity of unmarried French men and women (both those with jobs and those in higher 
education) to cohabit informally as heads of their own households. 
 
Emergence of the New Householders 
 Each of these three comparisons of living arrangements in relation to student, worker and 
spouse roles in different countries reinforces the same conclusion. Household headship is not a 
simple by-product of one or another of these institutionalized role transitions, nor even of a 
particular combination of such transitions. In Italy and Austria in particular, household headship 
tends to be linked to the more traditional criterion of entry into marriage. In the United States and 



WORKING DRAFT –NOT FOR QUOTATION OR CITATION! 

particularly in France, on the other hand, household headship may also accompany the role of 
student in higher education, and especially the role of worker in the paid labor force.  
 In all these countries, however, neither jobs nor marriage automatically transform young 
adults into householders. Some men and women at ages 20 through 29 get married and yet 
continue to live at home with parents. Many remain at home after they enter the paid labor force. 
In this same age range, others form and head their own independent households without getting 
married. Household headship is becoming differentiated from family roles, as noted nearly four 
decades ago in a path-breaking study of U.S. society by Kobrin: 
 “…the great expansion of headship for persons living alone, the primary individuals, 
implies that family responsibilities are no longer a necessary condition for household headship, 
and that privacy is being increasingly achieved at the expense of family membership.” (Kobrin, 
1973:800). 
 In the same way, household headship is becoming differentiated from the economic role 
of paid worker in the labor force. While many young adults with jobs continue living at home 
with parents, others live as heads of their own households without paid employment. How they 
manage this feat remains a fascinating issue deserving further study--some may receive financial 
support from parents and other kin (Whittington & Peters 1996, Schoeni & Ross 2005), some 
may inherit wealth that facilitates independent residence, and others may receive government 
benefits of various kinds (Ellwood & Bane 1985), including financial or other assistance with 
places of their own to live. A quarter-century ago Louis Roussel described this differentiation of 
various dimensions of adulthood in terms of the emergence of what he called multiple models of 
the family (Roussel 1989) within French society, and by extension in other societies as well. In 
the present context we may speak of multiple models of household headship instead, some based 
on family roles and others not. 
 These new householders may have paying jobs, or not. They may be married, or not. 
They may be enrolled in school, or not. The simple fact of household headship is emerging as a 
new alternative for defining entry into adulthood in these societies. In Austria and Italy the links 
between headship and marriage remain strong. In France and the United States, the role of paid 
worker in the labor force increasingly supplants family roles as a basis for headship. But in all 
four studied countries, young adults also are taking up the householder role without either of 
these traditional institutionalized supports as prerequisites, and sometimes doing so while still 
engaged in the formerly non-adult role of enrolled student. A reasonable case can be made that 
living as head(s) of a separate household, and so taking on an adult role in a society’s 
institutionalized system for organizing residential property, is becoming a marker in its own right 
for adult status. 
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Figure 1a: 
 

 
 
Source: original calculations from IPUMS-I samples of decennial censuses. 
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Figure 1b. 
 

 
 
Source: original calculations from IPUMS-I samples of decennial censuses. 
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Figure 2a: 

 
 
Source: original calculations from IPUMS-I samples of decennial censuses. 
 
  

-29%
-41%

-53%
-73%

-18%

20% 15% 13% 7%

13% 18%
9%

7%

7%
9% 16%

15%

6%

-80%

-60%

-40%

-20%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

USA 2000 France 1999 Austria 2001 Italy 2001

Household Living Arrangements at Ages 20-29
for Men in Selected Countries circa 2000

primary indiv

single head

solo couple

couple +

nonfamily

collateral

lineal

Householders 

Dependents 



WORKING DRAFT –NOT FOR QUOTATION OR CITATION! 

 
Figure 2b: 

 
 
Source: original calculations from IPUMS-I samples of decennial censuses. 
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Figure 3a: 

 
 
Source: original component decomposition calculations from IPUMS-I samples of decennial 
censuses. 
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Figure 3b: 

 
 
Source: original component decomposition calculations from IPUMS-I samples of decennial 
censuses. 
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Figure 4a: 

 
 
Source: original component decomposition calculations from IPUMS-I samples of decennial 
censuses. 
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Figure 4b: 

 
 
Source: original component decomposition calculations from IPUMS-I samples of decennial 
censuses. 
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Figure 5a: 

 
 
Source: original component decomposition calculations from IPUMS-I samples of decennial 
censuses. 
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Figure 5b: 

 
 
Source: original component decomposition calculations from IPUMS-I samples of decennial 
censuses. 
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