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Introduction 
Modern social demographic policy of Russia is focused on family, which is founded 
upon the unit of the married couple. Here is a quote from the Concept of 
Demographic Policy of Russia to 2025:  

The solution of strengthening the family institution, the revival of spiritual and 
moral values of family relations includes: <...> propaganda on the values of 
families with more than one child, different forms of family placement of children 
without parental care – with the aim of creating a positive image of family in 
society with stable registered marriage of spouses – and having several 
children or adopting children without parental care. 

The quote shows that the modern family – which is not always based on stable 
marriage – is changing; and these transformations are ignored by lawmakers. 
Moreover, the changes in matrimonial behaviour are not accepted as a normal 
stage of development of the society, but are ignored and even demonized. More 
often there are such alarmist statements declaring family and family values to be in 
crisis, that there is an evident call to revive traditional values (although the meaning 
of these words is rarely explained). 

Instead of listening to the people and equalizing the rights and opportunities of 
registered and non-registered couples, lawmakers offer to increase the importance 
of marriage and neglect cohabitation. For example, in April 2015 in Rossiskaya 
Gazeta1, the proposal of one lawyer was published; in it, he claimed that, after two 
years from the beginning of cohabitation, such a living arrangement should be 
recognized as a marriage. The intended goal was the protection of financial rights 
of partners holding property jointly. Nevertheless, the selected way to achieve the 
goal is rather questionable. To explain why, the experience of countries with 
totalitarian regimes (that proclaimed their high birth rate) shows that the birth rate is 
falling rapidly after the regime change. The experiences of anti-alcohol campaigns 
(including Russian ones) show that, as soon as anti-alcohol campaigns end, the 
death rate from alcoholic poisoning increases dramatically and life expectancy 
falls. These, and many other examples, show that any interventions into the private 
lives of people by the government and the imposition of specific behaviour models 
may have negative consequences in the long term. The initiative of the 
transformation of cohabitations into marriage after two years constitutes not only 
the invasion of privacy of individuals, but also the attempt to make responsible 
decisions for people. If people decide not to marry, then such a decision 
constitutes a personal choice that should be considered not only at the level of 
society (which has already been happening for 20 years), but also at the 
government level.   

This article provides empirical evidence that Russia tends to have more 
cohabitations, and that these appendages of marriage turn into full-fledged 
matrimonial couples, in which children are born and raised. Which social and 
psychological factors stand behind the choice of this living arrangement is a 
question for future research. This work aims to draw attention to the fact that such 
choices are made: the amount of cohabitations, which will not result in a marriage, 
but which are stable and fit for childbearing, is increasing. We should stop ignoring 
this phenomenon (i.e. recognizing only marriages) and give it due consideration in 
legislation – not to transform cohabitations into marriages forcibly, but to equate 
their statuses at the legal level. It is necessary to expand the conceptualization of 
the family, without ignoring those people who have chosen alternative marriage 
forms.  

                                                                                                           

1 Rossiskaya Gazeta. Cohabitation is going to become equal with marriage 
(http://www.rg.ru/2015/04/29/brak.html). 
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Marriages and cohabitations in Russia  
The study of the transformation of matrimonial behaviour in a population is an area 
of sociological and demographic research, the results of which help to explain 
changes in society and take part in improving family and demographic policy. This 
study is conducted to trace the dynamics of marriage and partnership formation by 
using the example of Russian generations which were socialized before the 
collapse of the Soviet Union (Levada, 2005) calls these generations Soviet) and 
after it (post-Soviet or modern generations).  

After the collapse of the USSR, all spheres of Russian society have undergone 
changes (although Russia had relatively low marital age and strong institute of 
marriage) that have led, since 1993, to the rise of average marital age; there was 
an increase in the number of unregistered couples, and the average age of people 
in these couples was decreased. Such changes in the culture of marital and 
partnership behaviour of the youth were regarded by demographers as the 
evidence of a Second Demographic Transition occurrence in our country, where 
unmarried couples became an alternative to marriage.  

What are these unions – a preparatory stage before marriage or an independent 
social institution? What segments of a population prefer to live in unregistered 
relationships? For how long are such relationships stable and strong? Are they 
suitable for birth and parenting? In this article we present the most relevant and 
empirically supported answers to these questions. But first we will address 
terminology.   

Among all the variety of terms for the unregistered relations between people, there 
are correct terms (e.g. cohabitation, partnership, consensual marriage, an 
unregistered marriage, the actual marriage) and incorrect terms (e.g. common-law 
marriage). All of these terms (except partnership) are synonyms and presuppose 
that individuals are living together, but cohabitation is the most concise, intuitive 
term and therefore is often used in demographic studies. This term has not caught 
on in society, because the word cohabitant has a negative connotation; the term is, 
however, accepted in science, so we will use it in our study.  

The main theoretical framework of this study is the conception of the life course. In 
sociology, the life course is studied as a development process, culturally 
constructed life stages and roles related to them (Elder and Glen, 1975; Mayer, 
2009; Mills, 2000). The life course is a chain of phases of life which acquire 
different meanings in the process of socialization of the individual. In this sense, 
sociologists are studying periods of the human life from childhood to old ages, 
dividing them into different spheres: family, education and work. This study is 
focused on family at the beginning of marital or partnership trajectory.  

In recent decades, the life courses of Russians (which was standardized before the 
1960s) were supplemented by characteristics such as the fundamental openness 
and diversity of individual maneuvers. Matrimonial behaviour ceased to be 
independent from sexual and reproductive incentives, as it was earlier under the 
traditional model of demographic behaviour (Zakharov, 2008). Marriage has been 
replaced by alternative forms of coresidence. The most common is cohabitation 
(Avdeev and Monnier, 2000). In many Western European countries, cohabitation 
ceased to be a form of deviant behaviour a long time ago; thus, it has been studied 
there far longer than in Russia. There are a few theories explaining the spread of 
cohabitations, but the main one is the theory of the Second Demographic 
Transition, developed by R. Lesthaeghe and D. Van de Kaa (1986). The 
researchers believe that it much better describes the changes in matrimonial 
behaviour than other theories. This point of view, strengthened after the publication 
of the study by Gerber and Berman (2010) which proved empirically that, rather 
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than the lack of good economic conditions, the focus on self-development and 
independence contribute to the spread of cohabitation.   

The Second Demographic Transition is bounded by fundamental shifts in the life 
course of the individual. The freedom of choosing a marriage partner and a living 
arrangement are more expansive, and approaches to the consequences of sexual 
relations are more responsible than earlier. The emergence of contraception and 
more careful life planning enhances individuals’ ability to control their destinies. A 
fixed sequence of events in individual biography was replaced by a variety of life 
courses (Lesthaeghe and Van de Kaa, 1986).  

Thinking about these changes on the value-normative level, Giddens (2003: 66) 
describes family and marriage as shell institutions, pointing out that the names 
remained the same, but the main inner content has changed. In the traditional 
family, which was an economic unit, the married couple was only a part of the 
structure, with communication with children and other relatives being more 
important. This structure was replaced by a couple, not necessarily married, but is 
based on romantic love and sexual attraction; such a unit became the main 
component of family life. As Giddens writes, the most correct current definition of 
what is happening in private life is the formation of couples and their break ups, 
rather than marriage and family creation.   

Mills and Blossfeld (2013) have supplemented the theory of the Second 
Demographic Transition with the theory of globalization. This complex approach 
shows that cohabitation is a ‘combination of emotional and physical intimate 
relations that mean living together and existing without legal or religious 
sanctioning’. Cohabitation is becoming an independent institution (common among 
young people) which is more oriented on acquiring education and self-
development, but not on family creation in conditions of increasing uncertainty 
caused by globalization and world economic problems. 

Pluralism of forms of marital and reproductive behaviour, coupled with a rising 
general level of education of women and the advent of modern contraception, has 
led to the postponement of first births at a later age or not having children. As a 
result, young people prefer to enter into cohabitation as a union, not always 
involving the legitimation of relations in the future, but providing some of the 
benefits of marriage, including the ability to have a common budget.  In many 
relationships, the flexibility of unregistered unions responds to the need of reducing 
the high level of economic and political uncertainty. 

According to the research of a group of theorists working under the guidance of 
Kierman, who compared matrimonial behaviours in a number of countries2, 
cohabitation during its diffusion goes through four ‘evolutionary stages’: innovation, 
popularization, legitimation, and habitualization (Kiernan, 2002; Sobotka and 
Toulemon, 2008; Matyasiak, 2009). In the first stage, non-marital unions are few 
and are found only among people with low income. In the second stage the 
practice of cohabitation becomes more common, and it can be found in almost all 
social layers, yet these unions remain short (marriages are still longer than 
cohabitations), are considered as the first step to marriage and regarded as 
inappropriate for childbirth and parenting.  In the third stage, unregistered unions 
start to be considered as an alternative to marriage, the duration of which is equal 
to marriage and is quite suitable for parenting. In the last stage, cohabitations 
merge with marriages and efficiently perform all its functions. The structuring of the 
stages is presented in Table 1.  

                                                                                                           
2   Albania, Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Finland, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Poland, Romania, 
Russia, Slovakia, Spain, Sweden, the Czech Republic, the Netherlands, Ukraine, the United States, etc. 
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Table 1. The stages of the spread of cohabitation 

Features 

Stages 
1. Innovation 
(cohabitation 
as marginal 

phenomenon) 

2. Popularization 
(cohabitation as a 

prelude to 
marriage) 

3. Legitimization 
(cohabitation as a 

substitute for 
marriage) 

4. Habitualization 
(cohabitation and 

marriage are 
indistinguishable) 

Diffusion 

is practiced by 
marginal 
groups of 
society 

spreads among persons from the various social strata 

Permanency 
short duration or a short pre-marital 

experience 
lasts longer and is less likely to be 

converted into marriage 

Cohabitation as a 
family 

arrangement 
pregnancy is a reason for marriage 

parenthood becomes more and more 
common among cohabiting couples 

Russia, as a country of the Eastern Bloc, demonstrates demographic outcomes of 
the Second Demographic Transition (SDT) in an atypical fashion. In terms of de-
standardized family forms, Russians began to perceive cohabitation as an 
alternative to marriage (Mills et al., 2013). Growing cohabitation rates alongside 
declining marital rates emerged in the Soviet Union in the middle of the 1980s, 
years before the fall of socialism (Gerber and Berman, 2010). Zakharov (2008) 
showed that the birth cohorts from the 1970s already started to postpone entry 
unions and demonstrate all features of SDT. Mills clarified that non-marital union in 
Russia in the long run is a signal of low education and limited financial capital that 
is more common for the United States than for Europe (Mills et al., 2013). 

The purpose of this study is to identify factors of people’s entry to cohabitations 
and to ascertain whether this type of union is an independent institution, which 
functions in the same way as marriage. 

We suppose that, in Russia, cohabitation is on the transition stage from 
popularization to legitimation; what this means is that it is not only exclusive to 
people with low income (as was shown in previous research (Zakharov, 2008)) and 
shorter than marriage, but also still inappropriate for childbirth and parenting.  

We hypothesize that: 

1. Cohabitations are spread mainly among those of young generations who are 
non-religious, are living in big cities and have a secondary education; 

2. Conception causes marriage as the first union or the transition from 
cohabitation to marriage; 

3. The most common statuses for the modern generations are: single at the age 
of 15, cohabiting without children by the middle of the observed age window, 
married with at least one child by the age of 35 (was conceived being married).  

To test these hypotheses, we decided to apply methods used in life course 
sociology: Event History Analysis and Sequence Analysis. The use of these 
methods is possible only with longitudinal data and retrospective surveys.   

Database  
As the empirical base of the study, the panel part of the Russian part of the 
Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) (2004, 2007, 2011) and data from the 
survey Person, Family, Society (PFS) survey (2013) were selected.3 Both surveys 

                                                                                                           
3 The Russian part of GGS is ‘Parents and Children, Men and Women in Family and Society’. The three 
waves of the survey were conducted by the Independent Institute for Social Policy 
(http://www.socpol.ru/eng/research_projects/proj12.shtml).  
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are retrospective and representative for Russia. It should be noted that the 
difference in years of the surveys is not very big – we would otherwise be able to 
compare the results. At the same time, coverage generations in surveys still differ: 
this provides an opportunity to supplement the data of the GGS survey (mainly 
reflecting the behaviour of the Soviet generation of Russians) using the data from 
the PFS survey (the sample of this research consists predominantly of the younger 
generation representatives). General information about the databases can be 
found in Table 1. 

Table 1. The GGS and PFS databases features 

 GGS PFS 
Years of the surveys 3 waves: 2004, 2007, 2011 2013 

Number of respondents 4948 cases 3572 cases 
Generations  1935-1984 years of birth 1975-1994 гг. years of birth 

Age of respondents 24-85  18-44  

In order to complete the tasks of this study, we have to impose some restrictions 
on the data. One of the restrictions relates to the sequence of matrimonial events. 
It is necessary to consider only the first unions for understanding the nature of 
cohabitation in Russia. This localization allows for a better understanding of 
generational differences in the beginning of matrimonial and reproductive 
trajectories of respondents. Young generations choose new models of behaviour 
associated with marital or partnership spheres: they are focused on the emotional 
sphere of relations, hedonistic context and, accordingly, are not in a hurry to start a 
family and have children. In addition, the majority of Russians in their life are 
limited only by the first unions.  

Another restriction concerns the lower and upper age limits of respondents, who 
fall into the sub-sample to build some models. 15 years – the lower age limit – was 
taken as the age of beginning of reproductive behaviour. In the GGS sample there 
are representatives of five generations, the youngest respondents at the time of the 
third survey wave were 25 years old. There is an even younger generation in the 
PFS. To understand the changes, which happened to the matrimonial behaviour of 
Russians, one should equalize the chances of the representatives of all 
generations to entry to the first union. After considering several options for 
establishing the upper age limit, we decided on the age of 35 years, as this will 
help to avoid the influence of atypical ages of entry to first unions of older 
generation representatives, but at the same time maintain the age structure of the 
sample. 

Analysis of the occurrence of matrimonial events 
The first group of models focuses on the identification and comparison of factors of 
entry to cohabitation and marriage as first unions (Models 1 and 2). The second 
group of models describes how the conception is associated with the following 
events: entry into cohabitation and marriage as first unions (Models 3 and 4) and 
entry into marriage after the experience of living together (Model 5). 

The first group of models 

The beginning of matrimonial trajectories belonging to the first group of models, 
presented in Figure 1.  

                                                                                                                                      
                                                                                                                                       

The PFS survey was conducted by the Russian Presidential Academy of National Economy and Public 
Administration (http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2559218). 
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Table 3. The relative number of observations for the predictors of the first group of 
models, % 

Predictors of 
models 

Categories of variables GGS PFS 

Generations 

1935-1944 16.8 - 

1945-1954 21.4 - 

1955-1964 26.8 - 

1965-1974 21.4 - 

1975-1984 13.5 48.1 

1985-1994 - 51.9 

Sex 
Male 32 49 

Female 68 51 

Place of residence 
Urban area 56.8 40.1 

Rural area 43.2 59.9 

Level of education 

Higher 22.3 33.8 

Secondary general 54.6 37.6 

Secondary vocational 23.1 28.6 

Religiosity Religious 82.3 65.4 

To control for the impact of the environment on respondents’ behaviour, we 
included the variable Type of the settlement. In the case of the GGS panel, this 
figure was taken at the time of the third wave (2011). Migration mobility of 
population in Russia is low, so the use of the current settlement type can only 
slightly shift the overall estimations. GGS largely covers the urban population, 
while in the array of the PFS, the rural population accounts for more than half of 
the respondents. 

Regarding the level of education, in the array of PFS surveys – which represents 
the young population of Russia – in comparison with GGS there is a higher 
proportion of people with higher education and a lower share of people with 
secondary education. 

The binary variable religiosity is created in order to manage the religiousness of the 
respondents with the categories “confess one religion” (religious) and “do not 
profess any religion” (non-religious). In the PFS there is a much smaller 
percentage of people belonging to the believers than in GGS. 

All variables were subjected to a correlation analysis, which showed that the 
variables are independent and can be included in the model. 

Results of the analysis of the first group of models 

Basic characteristics of the models indicate that at least one of the variables 
explains the change of the dependent variable, which means that it is associated 
with the risk of an onset of cohabitation or marriage. The significance of almost all 
coefficients does not exceed 5 per cent, that is, they are statistically significant. 
The coefficients of Model 1 are presented in Table 4. 
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been married and had one or two conceptions in the first or second cohabitation 
(cohabitation as an independent union). Such interlayers are becoming 
increasingly visible for each subsequent generation, and thus, the spread of 
cohabitation is gradually moving from the stage of promotion to the stage of 
legitimation. 

Conclusions 
The aim of this study was to identify factors of entry into the first cohabitation, 
compare them with the factors of entry into the first marriage, determine the stage 
of the spread of cohabitation in Russia and, finally, demonstrate that policymakers 
should stop ignoring this phenomenon.  

Not all of our hypotheses were confirmed.  

1. For the Soviet generations (GGS data), women from 1965-74, those who 
received secondary or vocational education, urban residents and non-religious 
people are more likely to enter into cohabitation as a first union. The probability of 
entry into marriage as a first union is loosely associated with the level of education. 
The chance is higher for women, religious people and those who live in rural areas. 
For modern generations (PFS data), the probability of entering into unions of 
various types are associated only with gender (females are more likely to enter into 
any matrimonial unions), level of education (people with vocational education are 
more likely to engage in cohabitation than in marriage) and religiosity in a situation 
of marriage (the risk of marriage is higher for the religious than for the 
nonreligious). 

2. Conception often precedes cohabitation and marriage as first unions, but does 
not act as a strong incentive for transition from cohabitation to marriage.  

3. There are respondents with children (had at least one conception) in 
cohabitation in the samples of the surveys. Sequence analysis has revealed that 
the most frequent status for all generations by the age of 35 is “married, was 
conceived”. Besides such states as “raising one or two children”, “alone” or “in 
cohabitation” are becoming more common for the representatives of the modern 
generations by the end of the observed age. In these cases cohabitation is an 
alternative to marriage. 

The modern generations begin their matrimonial biographies with cohabitation as a 
union, involving a lower degree of responsibility than marriage, but at the same 
time having the benefits of marriage (e.g. general budget, housing), which is 
especially important in a period of uncertainty. The changing of norms and values 
in the modern world leads to the fact that people consider religious, social and 
family traditions to be less important than before, starting to shape and fill their life 
courses based on their own priorities. Therefore, young, urban, non-religious, less-
educated people are considered to be the engine of change in the matrimonial field 
in Russia, confirming once more that cohabitations in Russia are more associated 
with the less-educated as opposed to Western European countries where the 
highly-educated are significantly more likely to follow long term cohabitation 
trajectories (Mills et al. 2013). 

In modern Russian society, forms of marital partnership and reproductive 
behaviour are becoming more diverse and unpredictable. A standardized 
sequence of events in individual biographies is replaced by a variety of life 
courses, in which cohabitation becomes one of the options: cohabitations in Russia 
gradually have come to the stage of legitimation. 

Policy-makers should treat the new institution as a decision of the people. An 
important question arises: why do people choose cohabitations instead of 
marriages? This question is for further studies, but what we know now for sure is 
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that cohabitations are gaining power and popularity, and we cannot ignore them 
anymore.  
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