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Abstract
Sweden is among the countries with the highest share of single households in Europe, but not
all are truly partnerless. We explore who are living-apart-together beyond ages of the late
twenties and their potential vulnerability, analyzing data of the Swedish GGS. We apply
multinomial logistic regression. The results show that vis-á-vis co-residence, LAT is more
prevalent among: i) childless men than women, but the opposite is true for single parents; ii)
the elderly (aged 70+); iii) those with long-term illness. Individuals engaged in LAT seem to
be better off than singles, but are more likely to have economic difficulties than the coresidents. Neither growing up in a non-intact family, non-Swedish origin, metropolitan
residence, nor educational attainment matter for living-apart-together rather than in any other
living arrangement. The majority feels constrained to have separate households, rather than
this being their choice, yet concerns of vulnerability in relation to LAT seem exaggerated.
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Introduction
With about one-fifth of the population living alone and ca 40% of all households consisting
of only one person, Sweden is among the countries with the highest share of single
households in Europe (Eurostat 2020). Living without a partner beyond young adulthood has
often been associated with vulnerability regarding health (for review see Umberson &
Montez, 2010), socioeconomic position (Sandström & Karlsson, 2019), and access to social
support (de Jong Gierveld et al., 2012) among others, hence the phenomenon deserves
attention from policymakers. As more recent research reveals, a non-negligible proportion of
such “partnerless” individuals are in fact in committed relationships. They have a stable
intimate partner with whom they do not share a household, as also highlighted in the name of
such non-traditional arrangements: living-apart-together (LAT). Despite its low prevalence at
a level of at most 10 per cent in the adult population across Europe, North America and
Australia (Connidis et al., 2017; Pasteels et al., 2017), around one-quarter of individuals that
are not married or co-residing with a partner are in a LAT relationship, although fewer in
Eastern Europe where alternative living arrangements to formal marriage have emerged more
recently (Liefbroer et al., 2015). The non-negligible incidence of LAT-unions in advanced
societies is part of the de-standardization of family life courses, a process associated with
postponed transitions regarding family commitments, declining relationship stability along
with an upsurge of family reconstitutions, as well as parenthood and parenting becoming
increasingly complex given growing numbers of separated-, step-, and blended families (see
Oláh et al., 2018 for an overview). Research on LAT provides a valuable contribution to a
more informed understanding of family diversity and its implications for individuals and
societies as the complexity of family biographies and relationships increases.
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There is no common definition of what constitutes a living-apart-together relationship, as
recent overviews have pointed out (Connidis et al., 2017; Pasteels et al., 2017). In addition to
the couple not sharing a home, various dimensions have been used in the literature for
identifying a relationship as LAT. First, the life course stage, that allows for a broader but
also a stricter definition, depending on whether to include non-residential unions with one or
both partners still living in their parents’ home (see e.g. Castro-Martín et al., 2008), or only
relationships with both LAT partners having their own households (Haskey & Lewis, 2006;
Levin & Trost, 1999). Second, the reasons for maintaining separate homes (Duncan &
Phillips, 2010), and third, the duration of the relationship based on which the partners’
commitment to each other can be assessed (Amato & Hayes, 2014), can provide insights in
the heterogeneity of such living arrangements. LAT has also been categorized based on the
partners’ age and eventual presence of children from previous relationships (Régnier-Loilier,
2017), as well as by the age of the members of the couple in combination with the duration of
their non-residential relationship (Pasteels et al., 2017).
Understanding that LAT is most likely to be a transitory stage in the family formation process
in ages of young adulthood often imposed by circumstances and to be abandoned in a near
future (Ayuso, 2019; Lewin, 2018; Upton-Davis, 2012), we focus in this paper on people in
their thirties and beyond, who can be expected to consider such partnership arrangement as a
more lasting state in their family career. Non-residential unions in more mature ages can be
the result of choice or the outcome of constraints experienced by any member of the couple
(Ayuso, 2019; Liefbroer et al., 2015). In any case, LAT relationships are less institutionalized
than even non-marital cohabitation, considering the legal position of the partners, such as
their rights and obligations towards each other with respect to care, break-up or death
(Bowman, 2017; Connidis et al., 2017), to name a few important issues. Nevertheless,
previous research shows that LAT is often a preferred option as it provides a high level of
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autonomy, social and financial independence, and room for gender-egalitarian arrangements
for the partners involved (Borell, 2003; Bowman, 2017; Duncan et al., 2013). Hence,
concerns about the vulnerability of individuals in this type of partnership may be
exaggerated. In this paper, we seek to shed more light on who are living-apart-together (the
LATs) in the Swedish population, in order to have a better understanding of their eventual
vulnerability, given the lack of relevant studies based on recent large-scale data for Sweden.

Previous research
In previous research on LAT, five groups of factors have been identified to answer the
question of who chooses or is constrained to this type of partnership. The first group includes
the demographic characteristics, such as gender (e.g. women opting for LAT as to avoid an
increase of domestic duties given gendered division of labor (Karlsson & Borell, 2002), age
(the meaning of LAT may differ by life-course stage (Pasteels et al., 2017), childhood family
type, region, own family experiences and health (Connidis et al., 2017; Lewin, 2017;
Liefbroer et al., 2015). Socio-economic factors constitute the second group, including
education, labor force attachment and economic situation (Coulter & Hu, 2017; Ermisch &
Seidler, 2009). The third group contains cultural factors. It has been shown that people in
living-apart-together arrangements often express more post-materialistic value orientation,
are more individualistic, work-oriented and secularized than their married counterparts
(Liefbroer et al., 2015). They value personal autonomy, independence and gender equality
highly (Upton-Davis, 2012), and appreciate that LAT facilitates contacts with children and
grandchildren (Connidis et al., 2017). Events constitute the fourth group, such as the
members of the couple temporarily working at different locations may strengthen the
preference for LAT (Levin, 2004). The same is true for policies and legal regulations on
social benefits and in-kind support provided to single persons or lone parents but seldom to

5

co-resident couples (Coulter & Hu, 2017; Lewin, 2018), making up the fifth group.
Regarding the latter, it should be pointed out that the choice of LAT may also be motivated
by an urge to protect property and/or inheritance for one’s offspring from previous
partnerships (de Jong Gierveld, 2002; Connidis et al., 2017).
Of the five groups of factors addressed in the literature, the first two, that is demographic
characteristics and socio-economic position, are particularly suitable to reveal potential
vulnerability if any, with respect to LAT arrangements, based on a large-scale data set.
Value-orientation and temporarily working at separate locations have less direct relevance for
this angle, whereas motivations related to policies to live apart together can be indirectly
detected from the demographic features and social position. Also, perception of preference
for or being constrained to this particular living arrangement can be informative as
constraints per se may indicate vulnerability from the point of view of agency and capabilities
(see e.g. Hobson & Oláh, 2006 for an analogy to childbearing). The concept of agency in
relation to feelings of vulnerability has previously been used studying living-apart-together in
the UK, distinguishing between various types of vulnerability, such as physical, financial and
emotional, based on in-depth interviews, prompting women to LAT (Carter & Duncan, 2018;
Duncan, 2015). Not having access to such detailed interview accounts, we treat perception of
constraint as an expression of limitations to individual agency that prevents people from
pursuing a desired (co-residential) living arrangement, thereby indicating vulnerability.
As for other factors, a growing empirical literature has studied the phenomenon of living
apart together in the past decades. A strain of research, dominated by small-scale, mainly
qualitative explorations in Sweden, the Netherlands, the UK, the US and Australia have
suggested the reasons for LAT to be gendered, in particular that women choose LAT to
“undo gender” (see Benson & Coleman, 2016; de Jong Gierveld, 2002; Haskey & Lewis,
2006; Karlsson & Borell, 2002; Upton-Davis, 2015). Such claim has however been
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challenged by Duncan and colleagues based on survey evidence complemented with in-depth
interviews in the UK (see Duncan, 2015; Duncan et al., 2013, 2014). They have found no
gender differences for reasons, attitudes and practices regarding LAT. Some of the interview
accounts in their material have however indicated women purposefully opting for such nonresidential arrangement because it makes a more egalitarian relationship possible, hence
gender may matter after all (Bowman, 2017). Based on previous findings we do not expect to
see a strong influence of gender per se, analyzing a large-scale data set, to live-apart-together
compared to any other living arrangement.
Age is the other most important demographic variable with substantial empirical evidence
showing it to matter for LAT, such partnership form dominating in ages of young adulthood,
especially prior to stable labor market establishment, as well as in older ages, then mostly for
autonomy-related reasons (see e.g. Duncan et al., 2013, 2014; Lewin, 2018; Liefbroer et al.,
2015; Upton-Davis, 2012). Based on these findings, the literature has pointed out the
relevance of the life-course approach to better understand living-apart-together, age relating
to specific stages in the life-course (Connidis et al., 2017; Pasteels et al., 2017). Two
principles of the theory, namely linked lives and earlier experiences influencing choices later
in life (Elder, 1994; Settersten, 2015) are highly relevant for our topic, precisely because
LAT is not a conventional form of partnerships. Previous family experiences of the members
of LAT couples in childhood (e.g. parental break-up) and as adults (previous partnerships,
children) can shape decisions for opting for such intermediary family arrangement. Growing
up with a single parent may bring along feelings of vulnerability (Amato & Cheadle, 2005),
which in turn may reduce willingness to establish a joint household with a partner (see e.g.
Sthrom et al., 2009 for the US). LAT has been shown to be common also among people who
experienced a break-up of their own relationship with or without children, or the death of a
partner (see Connidis et al., 2017; Lewin, 2018; Liefbroer et al., 2015). Such experience can
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also result in perceived vulnerability and need to protect resources for oneself and own
children if any. Single mothers have been seen especially likely to live-apart-together
(Coulter and Hu, 2017), which suggests a gendered effect with respect to previous family
experiences. Taken the life-course related findings together, we expect to find association
between LAT and i) ages above mid-life as we do not include young adults in the analyses, ii)
having lived with a single parent in childhood, and iii) experience of previous family event
(end of a relationship, children). As for the latter, we expect to find a gendered pattern.
A further aspect of possible relevance for LAT is the health status of the individuals involved.
A wide range of research has established that single living is associated with various negative
health outcomes, such as higher disease load (Carr & Springer, 2010), substance abuse and
mental health issues (Simon, 2014), and disability (Sandström et al., 2020). The link between
relationship status and health can partly be explained by a direct negative effect on health of
being single, due to lack of emotional and economic support provided by conjugal
reciprocities in co-residential relationships. Selection mechanisms on the partner market can
also play a role as individuals with ill-health tend to have a lower probability to find a partner
in the first place (Tumin, 2016), and have a higher probability of union disruption if they
enter a relationship (Singleton, 2012) compared to healthy people. However, most of this
research uses household composition or civil status as a proxy for the relationship status, not
being able to distinguish between the truly partnerless and individuals in living-apart together
arrangements. Therefore it is unclear if and to what extent individuals in LAT relationships
exhibit poorer health than co-residents which would suggest vulnerability, while probably
having fewer health problems than the truly partnerless (see Rapp & Stauder, 2020;
Schneider et al., 2014 for some first clues).
Socio-economic status has a straightforward link with potential vulnerability, making related
measures especially important to address in this study. A consistent finding in the literature is
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the overrepresentation of highly educated individuals in non-residential partnerships,
independently of country context (see Coulter & Hu, 2017 for the UK; Ermish & Seidler,
2009 for the UK and Germany; Liefbroer et al., 2015 for Eastern Europe; Reimondos et al.,
2011 for Australia; Strohm et al., 2009 for the US). This may be related to their liberal value
orientation, but may also question vulnerability concerns with respect to such arrangements
given the greater earning power of those with more education. As for labor-market
attachment, research findings are ambiguous, possibly because of the different age-ranges
and welfare systems analyzed in the various studies. Economic inactivity has been linked to
both higher (see Régnier-Loilier et al., 2009 for France) and lower propensity to LAT (see
Coulter & Hu, 2017 for the UK), with no association found in a US study between being
employed and various partnership statuses (Strohm et al., 2009). As pointed out in the
literature, non-residential partnership allows for incomes to remain below benefit eligibility
thresholds (Coulter & Hu, 2017) making such arrangements especially appealing to those less
well-off, hence the more vulnerable. At the same time, people with few socio-economic
resources have been found more likely to be single than live-apart-together (see Liefbroer et
al., 2015 for cross-national analysis). The latter finding, along with the frequently mentioned
reason in qualitative studies for LAT protecting from asset depletion (Bowman, 2017;
Connidis et al., 2017; Upton-Davis, 2012) suggest that individuals in comfortable economic
situation, who clearly not see themselves as vulnerable, may be as likely to appreciate LAT
as are disadvantaged people. We do not expect living-apart-together to be associated with
education or labor-force participation in Sweden, given a generous welfare system, limited
social inequalities and widely accepted post-materialistic values (Oláh & Bernhardt, 2008),
but are somewhat uncertain with respect to potential links to personal economic situation.
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Data and methods
In our analyses we rely on data extracted from the Swedish Generations and Gender Survey
(GGS) first wave, conducted in 2012-2013, with Statistics Sweden in charge of the fieldwork.
Given a starting sample of 18,000 individuals and a response rate of 53.8%, a total of 9,688
respondents, both women and men aged 18-79 years are included in the Swedish GGS in
which phone interviews have been complemented with register data. In our analytical sample
we include women and men aged 30 and older, as challenges of labor-market establishment
interfering with partnership formation are likely to have been overcome by then,
notwithstanding patterns of delayed family formation. We have excluded from the analysis
respondents younger than 30 years, and those with missing information on: i) partnership
status at the time of the interview, ii) partnership- or childbearing histories, iii) long-term
illness, iv) educational attainment, and v) labor force attachment at the time of interview. Our
working sample thus consists of 7,727 individuals, 3,736 men and 3,991 women (Table 1).
We apply multinomial logistic regression as our analytical tool. The results are presented in
the form of relative risk ratios of living as LAT compared to “co-residence with partner” and
“living alone not as LAT” (i.e. not even having a non-resident partner). We follow a stepwise
model-fitting procedure. Variables that show no significant association with the union status
are excluded from our final model. The final model is chosen by means of Akaike
information criterion from a number of candidate models and passing standard diagnostics for
model specification (Pregibon, 1980). We also estimate a binomial logistic regression model
for respondents in non-residential partnership only, to see who are the ones constrained to
such living arrangements, rather than LAT being their preferred option.
Variables
Partnership status at the time of the interview is our dependent variable. For that, we combine
information on whether having an intimate partner while not sharing a home together (“yes”
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versus “no”) and on the household type (“living alone”, “single parent”, “living with
parents”, “single parent living with parents”, “couple with no children”, “couple with
children”, “couple with parents”, “couple with parents and children”, and “other”). Based on
these, we distinguish between respondents living in a co-residential partnership
notwithstanding marital status (5,899), in a LAT-relationship (517), and “alone”, that is not
having a partner but possibly co-residing with other family members (1,311). With respect to
LAT we do not differentiate between respondents, reporting different-sex or same-sex
partnerships. Unfortunately it is not possible to see from the data whether the respondents
classified as LAT in our analyses are married to, or if they were married earlier to their LATpartner at interview.
As this is an exploratory study, the analyses include a number of independent variables based
on the literature. With respect to the demographic profile of LATs, in addition to gender and
age, we study the associations if any with childhood family characteristics, own family
experience and health status. Age is categorized in 10-year age groups starting with 30-39
years up to ages of 70 or older. The childhood family variable accounts for whether a
respondent grew up in an intact family, i.e. raised by their two biological parents at least up to
age 15, or not. As an indicator of eventual family living prior to the current situation, a family
experience variable is created with three categories: “childless union” (previous co-residential
partnership but no children), “full family” (previous co-residential partnership and children
from such union), and “no experience” (neither any co-residence with a partner, nor children
from previous union). Regarding health status, the respondent’s subjective perception of
having long-term illness is used (“yes” versus “no”). We control also for the effect of factors
which may be considered partly demographic, partly cultural, namely country of birth and
region of living at the interview. As for the former we distinguish between being born in
“Sweden” versus “other” country (see e.g. Régnier-Loilier et al., 2009, for addressing similar
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aspect). With respect to region some studies have suggested LAT being more prevalent in big
cities (see Ermish & Siedler, 2009 for Germany), hence we have created a variable with
categories “metropolitan” versus “non-metropolitan” areas, defining a third category for
respondents for whom such information was not available in the dataset in order to sustain
the size of the analytical sample.
To map socio-economic characteristics associated with LAT, we rely on information about
educational attainment, labor-force attachment, and perceived economic situation at the time
of the interview. The International Standard Classification of Education has been used to
define the highest level of education attained, distinguishing between those with “less than
tertiary” (ISCED 1-4), and those with “tertiary” (ISCED 5-6) education. Regarding labor
market engagement, we differentiate between being “employed”, “unemployed”, and “not in
paid work” (students, retired, etc.) at the time of the interview. In order to assess whether the
subjective ability to make ends meet influences living-apart-together, we use the variable
economic situation categorized as “difficult” “comfortable” and “unknown”. See Table 1 in
the next section for a descriptive overview of the analytical sample.
Focusing only on respondents in non-residential partnerships, we also study if the living
arrangement relates to preference or constraints, based on the question “Are you living apart
because you (both) do not want to live together or are other circumstances preventing you
from living together?”. We define responses as indicating preference when either the
respondent, or both the respondent and the LAT-partner wish to keep their own households.
Any other answers on that question are considered referring to constraints.
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Results
Descriptive overview
The descriptive statistics (Table 1) reveal some interesting differences across partnership
statuses. We find an overrepresentation of women among the singles in line with previous
studies (Esteve et al., 2020; Sandström & Karlsson, 2019), which is explained primarily by
women’s lower rates of repartnering after a break-up or the death of a partner (Bernhardt &
Goldscheider, 2002). With respect to previous family experience, respondents who live-aparttogether stand out as nearly 60 percent of them had a co-residential union with children
before their current relationship, compared to less than half of the singles and around onefifth of those in co-residential unions. The LATs also show the smallest share without any
previous family experience, with about one-sixth of them in that category. Nearly 40 percent
of LATs and slightly more among singles report having a long-term illness compared to less
than one-third of the co-resident group. We see hardly any differences by childhood family,
region and country of birth between partnership statuses.
With respect to socio-economic characteristics, the share of tertiary educated are over onethird in the co-resident group and the LATs, but less than 30 percent among the singles. The
share of respondents not in paid work is highest among the truly partnerless, above 40
percent, but around 30 percent among those who co-reside with a partner and in the LATgroup. One-fifth of LAT couples and slightly above that figure among the singles assess their
economic situation to be difficult, compared to one-tenth of co-resident couples. The largest
share of respondents with a comfortable economic situation is found among the co-residents
(66 percent), and slightly more than half of LAT-couples perceive to be able to meet ends
easily, while this applies to only 46 percent of the singles. Based on this descriptive
overview, people who live-apart-together seem to have some kind of intermediary position,
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being more disadvantaged than the co-resident group, but somewhat better-off than the
singles.
Table 1. Descriptive statistics
Cohabiting
with partner

Living alone
not LAT

LAT

Total

(N = 5899)

(N = 1311)

(N = 517)

(N = 7727)

male

2922 (49.5%)

567 (43.2%)

247 (47.8%)

3736 (48.3%)

female

2977 (50.5%)

744 (56.8%)

270 (52.2%)

3991 (51.7%)

30-39

1210 (20.5%)

211 (16.1%)

82 (15.9%)

1503 (19.5%)

40-49

1424 (24.1%)

262 (20.0%)

131 (25.3%)

1817 (23.5%)

50-59

1258 (21.3%)

259 (19.8%)

127 (24.6%)

1644 (21.3%)

60-69

1322 (22.4%)

327 (24.9%)

108 (20.9%)

1757 (22.7%)

70+

685 (11.6%)

252 (19.2%)

69 (13.3%)

1006 (13.0%)

Childless union

1266 (21.5%)

394 (30.1%)

130 (25.1%)

1790 (23.2%)

Full family

1014 (17.2%)

632 (48.2%)

308 (59.6%)

1954 (25.3%)

No experience

3619 (61.3%)

285 (21.7%)

79 (15.3%)

3983 (51.5%)

No

4040 (68.5%)

741 (56.5%)

313 (60.5%)

5094 (65.9%)

Yes

1859 (31.5%)

570 (43.5%)

204 (39.5%)

2633 (34.1%)

Less than tertiary

3657 (62.1%)

919 (70.4%)

340 (66.0%)

4916 (63.8%)

Tertiary

2230 (37.9%)

387 (29.6%)

175 (34.0%)

2792 (36.2%)

4065 (68.9%)

709 (54.1%)

349 (67.5%)

5123 (66.3%)

98 (1.7%)

51 (3.9%)

13 (2.5%)

162 (2.1%)

1736 (29.4%)

551 (42.0%)

155 (30.0%)

2442 (31.6%)

Difficult

588 (10.0%)

308 (23.5%)

104 (20.1%)

1000 (12.9%)

Easy

3919 (66.4%)

602 (45.9%)

278 (53.8%)

4799 (62.1%)

Unknown

1392 (23.6%)

401 (30.6%)

135 (26.1%)

1928 (25.0%)

Sex of respondent

Age-group

Family experience

Long-term illness

Educational attainment

Labor market attachment
Employed
Unemployed
Not in paid work
Economic situation
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Country of birth
Sweden

5219 (88.5%)

1127 (86.0%)

446 (86.3%)

6792 (87.9%)

Other

680 (11.5%)

184 (14.0%)

71 (13.7%)

935 (12.1%)

Non-metropolitan

3769 (63.9%)

786 (60.0%)

321 (62.1%)

4876 (63.1%)

Metropolitan

1385 (23.5%)

332 (25.3%)

116 (22.4%)

1833 (23.7%)

Unknown

745 (12.6%)

193 (14.7%)

80 (15.5%)

1018 (13.2%)

Two biological parents

5189 (88.0%)

1117 (85.2%)

436 (84.3%)

6742 (87.3%)

Single parent

647 (11.0%)

179 (13.7%)

72 (13.9%)

898 (11.6%)

63 (1.1%)

15 (1.1%)

9 (1.7%)

87 (1.1%)

Region of residence

Childhood family composition

Unknown

Source: Gender and Generations Survey, Sweden, Wave 1, authors’ calculations.

Multinomial analysis
Next we present the final models for our multinomial analysis (Table 2). We display relative
risk ratios for living-apart-together rather than to be in a co-residential union or being truly
partnerless. Neither childhood family composition, country of birth, region of residence, nor
educational attainment have significant influence on living-apart-together compared to other
living arrangement. Hence these factors are not included in the model presented here.
The results indicate no clear age-pattern for LAT compared to the single group. Vis-á-vis coresident respondents, only the oldest age-group, that is people in their seventies, stand out as
being significantly more likely to be in a LAT-relationship than are those in their thirties,
controlling for other factors in our model.
A far more influential determinant than age regarding the probability to be in a LAT
relationship, both in comparison to co-residing with a partner and being single, is previous
family experience. As pointed out above, approximately 60 percent of those living-aparttogether had a previous union with children compared to less than half of the singles and only
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17 percent of the married and cohabitants, and the share of those with previous childless
union varies from one-fifth to nearly one-third across union statuses (see Table 1).

Table 2. Living arrangements of individuals aged 30 and above in Sweden. Multinomial
logit models, relative risk ratios.
LAT vs co-residence

LAT vs single

40-49

0.89

1.11

50-59

0.94

0.99

60-69

0.85

0.76

70 and above

1.59*

0.80

childless union

4.13***

1.18

full family [previous union and child]

8.44***

1.63*

0.45**

0.63

female & childless union

1.59

1.03

female & full family [previous union and child]

3.12***

1.37

1.23*

0.97

unemployed

1.39

0.58

not in paid work

0.95

0.70*

comfortable

0.51***

1.40*

unknown

0.64**

0.90

Constant

0.05***

0.37***

N

7727

7727

Age-group (ref.cat.: 30-39)

Family experience (ref. no previous unions)

Sex of respondent (ref.cat.: male)
female
Sex * Family experience

Long-term illness (ref.cat.: no)
yes
Labor market attachment (ref.cat.: employed)

Economic situation (ref.cat.: difficult)

*** p <.001; ** p < .01; * p≤ .05

When we control for compositional differences, the estimates in Table 2 show that LATindividuals vis-á-vis singles have a 63 percent higher relative risk to have experienced a
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previous union with children than lacking any family experience. Compared to the coresidents, the LATs are more than 8 times as likely to have full previous family experience,
and 4 times as likely to have had a union but no children than to have no family experience.
Taken these findings together, children seem to reduce the probability for a parent forming a
new co-residential union after a break-up as also previous research on repartnering in Sweden
has suggested (see Bernhardt & Goldscheider, 2002), but they do not hinder parents from
entering a non-residential intimate relationship.
Based on the literature indicating male advantage in repartnering (see Brown et al., 2019;
Ivanova et al., 2013 also for overview), we have also tested for interaction between
respondent’s sex and previous family experience. The results show that single mothers are
significantly more likely to be in a LAT relationship than single fathers, whereas women
having no previous family experience or a union without children are significantly less likely
than men to live-apart-together. This pattern also stands out when we look at the relationship
on the probability scale in terms of the average marginal effect of family experience for men
and women shown in Figure 1.
It is clear that children are strongly associated with being in a LAT-relationship for both men
and women, and that this effect is somewhat more pronounced for single mothers than for
single fathers. Regarding the gender differences across various family experiences it is
important to note that although we find significant differences between men and women, the
practical implications are modest. Single mothers are approximately 2% more likely to be in
a LAT relationship than single fathers, while men with no family experience or having been
in a childless union are about 2% more likely to be in a LAT relationship than women with
the same family experience. The most important difference is between parents and nonparents as both men and women in a LAT relationship are more likely to have children from
previous unions when we compare them both to co-residents and to singles.
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Figure 1. Adjusted probabilities of being in a LAT-relationship by family experience
and gender for individuals aged over 30 in Sweden 2012-13

Turning to the indicators in our model that relate to health and to socioeconomic
characteristics, we find that individuals living-apart-together tend to occupy an intermediate
position between singles and co-residents, being better off than the truly partnerless but more
vulnerable than individuals living with a partner. Vis-á-vis co-residents the LATs are
somewhat more likely to have long-term illness, with no difference between them and the
singles regarding health status. However, individuals living-apart-together have a 40% higher
relative risk of experiencing a comfortable economic situation and a 30% lower relative risk
of not being in paid work compared to those without a partner. With respect to co-residents
the opposite pattern is true, as individuals in LAT-relationships are 49% less likely to report
having a comfortable economic situation, with no significant difference for labor market
attachment between these partnership statuses.
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LAT - due to preference or constraints
An advantage of using GGS-data is that we have information on the subjective reasons for
living-apart-together and thus on whether the respondents consider their LAT-status as the
result of a choice or of constraints. Out of the 517 respondents in a LAT-relationship, 509
answered the question if this was a preferred living arrangement or specific circumstances
prevented them from moving in with their partner. 56 percent of them reported that they were
“constrained to live apart by circumstances”, while 44 percent claimed the non-residential
union being their choice. This difference in the proportions is statistically significant (P >
.0001) and although a substantial minority seems to live apart together due to preferences it
indicates that constraints towards co-residence matter more for living-apart-together
arrangements in Sweden, raising concerns regarding vulnerability.
To assess how individual level characteristics are associated with the probability of
circumstances preventing co-residence, rather than LAT being the preferred option, we
estimate a logistic regression model against an indicator dummy, set to 1 if the respondent
reports to live apart “due to circumstances” and 0 if they “want to live apart”, against the
same independent variables as in the models for union status in Table 2 above. We find that
gender, age and economic situation are significantly associated with the probability of
reporting constraints as the reason for living-apart-together. None of the other variables
included in Table 2 have significant effect, and are therefore discarded from the model
presented in Table 3.
Women have a 43 percent lower odds ratio than men to refer to constraints rather than
preferences regarding LAT keeping age and economic situation constant. Older individuals
are much less likely to live-apart-together due to constraints, with an odds-ratio of around
one-third at ages 60-69, and one-fifth for ages of seventies compared to ages of thirties. In the
survey, all respondents with a partner have been asked when their relationship had started.
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Table 3. Probability that respondents report constraints as reason for living apart
together among individuals aged 30 and above in Sweden. Logistic regression models,
odds ratios.
Constraints vs Preference
Sex of respondent (ref.cat.: male)
female

0.57**

Age-group (ref.cat.: 30-39)
40-49

1.45

50-59

1.67

60-69

0.34***

70+

0.21***

Economic situation (ref.cat.: difficult)
Comfortable

0.57*

Unknown

0.49*

Constant

5.52***

N

509

*** p <.001; ** p < .01; * p≤ .05

Out of 517 respondents living-apart-together 496 have answered this question making it
possible to calculate a mean union duration of 6.2 years for all LAT-relationships in our
sample. However, the duration is strongly dependent on the age of the individual. Those aged
60-69 have reported a mean duration of 9.4 years and those 70-79 have reported 13.2 years
compared to only 3.8 years among the respondents aged 30-59. Although these differences in
relationship duration are mainly an effect of longer exposure to be in a relationship of any
kind among older respondents, the sharp contrast between individuals younger than 60 and
older may also be seen as indication of a difference in preferences and constraints between
younger and older respondents engaging in LAT-relationship. Those aged 60 and more have
on average engaged in LAT for a much longer time than younger respondents. They are
20

likely to view their LAT-relationship as a permanent arrangement that they may have grown
to appreciate rather than feeling constrained to it due to circumstances.
Lastly, we find that respondents in LAT-relationships with a comfortable economic situation
have a 43 percent lower odds ratio to express constraints as the main reason for not sharing a
household with their partner compared to those who find it difficult to make ends meet.
Respondents with favorable economic conditions are not incentivised to value the potential
for resource and risk pooling that co-residence might offer unlike individuals in a more
difficult economic situation.

Discussion and Conclusions
Seeking to shed more light on whether people in living-apart-together relationships in
Sweden are vulnerable, we have studied their demographic and socio-economic
characteristics comparing them to individuals in other living arrangements. In comparison to
co-resident couples we find that being in a LAT-arrangement is more likely among the
elderly (ages of seventies), people with previous family events (partnership, children from
previous relationship), single mothers, childless men, those with long-term illness and
individuals reporting difficulties to make ends meet. Vis-á-vis the truly partnerless, the LATs
are more likely to have previous union and children, to enjoy a comfortable economic
situation, and are less likely not working for pay.
There are several reasons for older individuals to opt for a LAT-arrangement instead of coresidence. Economic, psychological, and even physical barriers for establishing a joint
household or transforming an existing LAT-relationship into a co-residential one are
substantial at advanced ages. As physical limitations and health problems are more prevalent
among the elderly, LAT may be preferred to avoid the various strains that moving in with
someone entails, including increased expectations to provide care to a partner with ill health.
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Previous research suggests limited willingness to care for an infirm partner among LATs,
especially for an extended period (Duncan et al., 2014; Karlsson & Borell, 2002; UptonDavis, 2012). Regarding economic issues, many older retirees with low pensions receive a
pension supplement for housing costs in Sweden (Pensionsmyndigheten, 2016), which may
be reduced or lost in case of co-residence. Although the potential mechanisms related to a
higher propensity to live-apart-together among the elderly primarily can be seen as
constraints, individuals in more advanced ages do not report being forced by circumstances to
such living arrangements to a greater extent than do younger people, rather the opposite.
Expressed as an average marginal effect, the probability to stress preferences as the reason
for LAT is 30 percent in the age group 30-39 compared to 54 percent in the age group 60-69
and 66 percent among those aged 70+. The finding that elderly individuals are more likely
than younger ones to appreciate and enjoy the residential autonomy provided by LAT is in
line with previous research (see Benson & Coleman, 2016; Connidis et al., 2017; UptonDavis, 2012). Except for the housing supplement being possibly reduced or lost otherwise,
this age pattern seen for LAT does not indicate vulnerability per se.
The life course approach being useful for studying living-apart together shows also with
respect to the effect of previous family events on recent living arrangements. While we find
no association with growing up with a single parent, individuals who have experienced a
break-up, or death of a co-resident partner are most likely to opt for LAT, especially if they
have children, in line with previous research (Liefbroer et al., 2015). This may be linked to
them feeling more vulnerable emotionally or economically, hence wanting to protect their
independence. Establishing a joint household may impact negatively also on the future
inheritance of children from previous unions (as their rights may be limited by the inheritance
rights of a surviving spouse according to the Marriage Code 1987:230; whereas partition of
joint property applies to the joint home if a non-marital cohabitation ends, in line with the
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Cohabitation Act 2003:376). Keeping residential autonomy helps to avoid such legal
complications, while not being forced to refrain from intimate relationships altogether as
suggested by the higher probability to LAT than being single among lone parents. Single
mothers being especially likely to live-apart-together, also seen in the UK (Coulter & Hu,
2017), may be related to the desire to protect the children from having to adapt to a new
partner, and in some cases also to an anxiety to preserve own assets (Connidis et al., 2017;
Upton-Davis, 2012). LAT as a best option to avoid depletion of own resources may however
apply mainly to childless men, given male advantage in the gender income gap (Boye et al.,
2017; Fortin et al., 2017). Our finding that women feel less constrained to live-apart-together
does not necessarily contradict feelings of vulnerability shaping preference for a nonresidential union that allows for more gender-egalitarian arrangements. The latter aspect is
especially appreciated by women (Duncan et al., 2013; Borell, 2003) who shoulder a lion’s
share of unpaid work in co-residential relationships even in the relatively gender equal
Swedish context (Oláh & Bernhardt, 2008).
The findings of impaired health among individuals living-apart-together and them being less
likely to make ends meet easily, compared to co-residents, indicate a selection of
disadvantage into LAT. Such a selection is likely to be related to most of the LATs having
experience of previous union dissolution, often associated with negative health and
socioeconomic outcomes, though not necessarily long-lasting (Härkönen, 2014). Given the
cross-sectional nature of our data, we do not know whether the health- and financial problems
emerged before the start of the LAT-arrangement compelling people to that, or if not
benefiting of shared support and resources co-residential couples usually enjoy, resulted in
negative outcomes with respect to health status and living standard. Vis-á-vis the truly
partnerless, the LATs are, however, more likely to enjoy comfortable economic situation and
less likely not to be in paid work, which suggests a positive selection into non-residential
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partnerships. Individuals living-apart-together who make ends meet easily are also less likely
to refer to constraints as the reason for such living-arrangements. Based on these results,
LAT-individuals indeed appear more vulnerable than co-resident couples, but less so than the
singles.
Taken our findings together, concerns about vulnerability for LATs in Sweden appear to be
exaggerated. However, lack of longitudinal data as well as of detailed interview accounts
prevent us to give a conclusive answer if limited resilience or their commitment to
independence are prompting these individuals to live-apart-together.

Acknowledgments
The authors thank for valuable comments to the participants of the session ‘Family
Complexities’ at the 21st Nordic Demographic Symposium, Reykjavik, Iceland, June 15,
2019. We are grateful for financial support to all authors via the research program Ageing
well - individuals, families and households under changing demographic regimes in Sweden,
from the Swedish Research Council for Health, Working life and Welfare (FORTE), grant
number 2016-07115.

References
Amato, P.R., & Cheadle, J. (2005). The long reach of divorce: Divorce and child well‐being
across three generations. Journal of Marriage and Family, 67(1), 191-206.
Amato, P.R., & Hayes, L.N. (2014). ’Alone together’ marriages and ‘living apart together’
relationships. In A. Abela & J. Walker (Eds.) Contemporary issues in family studies: global
perspectives on partnerships, parenting and support in a changing world (pp. 31-45).
Oxford: Wiley Blackwell.

24

Ayuso, L. (2019). What future awaits couples living apart together (LAT)? The Sociological
Review, 67(1), 226-244.
Benson, J.J., & Coleman, M. (2016). Older adults developing a preference for living apart
together. Journal of Marriage and Family, 78, 797-812.
Bernhardt, E., & Goldscheider, F. (2002). Children and union formation in Sweden.
European Sociological Review, 18(3), 289–299.
Borell, K. (2003). Family and household. Family research and multi-household families.
International Review of Sociology, 13(3), 467-480.
Bowman, C.G. (2017). Living apart together, women, and family law. Cardozo Journal of
Equal Rights and Social Justice, 24(1), 47-80.
Boye, K., Halldén, K., & Magnusson, C. (2017). Stagnation only on the surface? The
implications of skill and family responsibilities for the gender wage gap in Sweden, 19742010. The British Journal of Sociology, 68(4), 595-619.
Brown, S.L., Lin, I-F., Hammersmith, A.M., & Wright, M.R. (2019). Repartnering following
gray divorce: The roles of resources and constraints for women and men. Demography, 56,
503-523.
Carter, J., & Duncan, S. (2018). Differential agency: Living apart together. In: Reinventing
couples. Tradition, agency and bricolage (pp. 133-170) Palgrave Macmillan Studies in
Family and Intimate Life. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
Carr, D., & Springer, K. W. (2010). Advances in families and health research in the 21st
century. Journal of Marriage and Family, 72(3), 743–761.
Castro-Martín, T., Domínguez-Folgueras, M., & Martín-García, T. (2008). Not truly
partnerless: Non-residential partnerships and retreat from marriage in Spain. Demographic
Research, 18(16), 443-468.

25

Cohabitation Act - Sambolag (2003:376) https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokumentlagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/sambolag-2003376_sfs-2003-376
Connidis, I.A., Borell, K., & Karlsson, S.G. (2017). Ambivalence and living apart together in
later life: A critical research proposal. Journal of Marriage and Family, 79, 1404-1418.
Coulter, R., & Hu, Y. (2017). Living apart together and cohabitation intentions in Great
Britain. Journal of Family Issues, 38(12), 1701-1729.
de Jong Gierveld, J. (2002). The dilemma of repartnering: Considerations of older men and
women entering new intimate relationships in later life. Ageing International, 27(4), 61-78.
de Jong Gierveld, J., Dykstra, P. A., & Schenk, N. (2012). Living arrangements,
intergenerational support types and older adult loneliness in Eastern and Western Europe.
Demographic Research, 27(7), 167–200.
Duncan, S. (2015). Women’s agency in living apart together: constraint, strategy and
vulnerability. The Sociological Review, 63(3), 589-607.
Duncan, S., Carter, J., Phillips, M., Roseneil, S., & Stoilova, M. (2013). Why do people live
apart together? Families, Relationship and Societies, 2(3), 323-338.
Duncan, S., Phillips, M., Carter, J., Roseneil, S., & Stoilova, M. (2014). Practices and
perceptions of living apart together. Family Science, 5(1), 1-10.
Duncan, S., & Phillips, M. (2010). People who live apart together (LATs) – how different are
they? The Sociological Review, 58(1), 112-134.
Elder, G.H. (1994). Time, human agency, and social change: perspectives on the life course.
Social Psychology Quarterly, 57(1), 4-15.
Ermisch, J., & Siedler, T. (2009). Living apart together. In M. Brynin & J. Ermisch (Eds.)
Changing Relationships (pp. 29-43). Abingdon: Routledge.

26

Esteve, A., Reher, D.S., Trevino, R., Zueras, P., & Turu, A. (2020). Living alone over the life
course. Cross-national variations on an emerging issue. Population and Development Review,
46(1), 169-189.
Eurostat. (2020). Income and living conditions (ilc) (2020, March 30). Retrieved from
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/income-and-living-conditions/data/database.
Fortin, N.M., Bell, B., & Böhm, M. (2017). Top earnings inequality and the gender pay gap:
Canada, Sweden and the United Kingdom. Labour Economics, 47, 107-123.
Härkönen, J. (2014). Divorce: Trends, patterns, causes, and consequences. In J. Treas, J.
Scott & M. Richards (Eds.) The Wiley Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Families
(pp. 303-322). Oxford: Wiley Blackwell.
Haskey, J., & Lewis, J. (2006). Living-apart-together in Britain: Context and meaning.
International Journal of Law in Context, 21(3), 37-48.
Hobson, B., & Oláh, L.Sz. (2006). Birthstrikes? Agency and capabilities in the reconciliation
of employment and family. Marriage and Family Review, 39(3/4), 197-227.
Ivanova, K., Kalmijn, M., & Uunk, W. (2013). The effect of children on men’s and women’s
chances of re-partnering in a European context. European Journal of Population, 29, 417444.
Karlsson, S., & Borell, K. (2002). Intimacy and autonomy, gender and ageing: Living apart
together. Ageing International, 27(4), 11-26.
Levin, I. (2004). Living apart together: A new family form. Current Sociology, 52(2), 223–
240.
Levin, I., & Trost, J. (1999). Living apart together. Community, Work & Family, 2(3), 279294.

27

Lewin, A.C. (2017). Health and relationship quality later in life: A comparison of living apart
together (LAT), first marriages, remarriages and cohabitation. Journal of Family Issues,
38(12), 1754-1774.
Lewin, A.C. (2018). Intentions to live together among couples living apart: Differences by age
and gender. European Journal of Population, 34(5), 721-743.
Liefbroer, A.C., Poortman, A-R., & Seltzer, J.A. (2015). Why do intimate partners live apart?
Evidence on LAT relationships across Europe. Demographic Research, 32(8), 251-286.
Marriage Code – Äktenskapsbalk (1987:230) https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokumentlagar/dokument/svensk-forfattningssamling/aktenskapsbalk-1987230_sfs-1987-230
Oláh, L.Sz., & Bernhardt, E.M. (2008). Sweden: Combining childbearing and gender equality.
Demographic Research, 19(28), 1105-1144.
Oláh, L.Sz., Kotowska, I.E., & Richter, R. (2018). The new roles of men and women and
implications for families and societies. In G. Doblhammer & J. Gumà (eds.) A demographic
perspective on gender, family, and health in Europe (pp. 41-64). Cham: Springer Open.
Pasteels, I., Lyssens-Danneboom, V., & Mortelmans, D. (2017). A Life course perspective on
living apart together: Meaning and incidence across Europe. Social Indicators Research,
130(2), 799-817.
Pensionsmyndigheten. (2016). Bostadstillägg och äldreförsörjningsstöd (2010:5).
Pensionsmyndigheten. Retrieved from www.pensionsmyndigheten.se
Pregibon, D. (1980). Goodness of link tests for generalized linear models. Journal of the
Royal Statistical Society. Series C (Applied Statistics), 29(1), 15-24.
Rapp, I., & Stauder, J. (2020). Mental and physical health in couple relationships: Is it better
to live together? European Sociological Review, 36(2), 303-316.
Reimondos, A., Evans, A., & Gray, E. (2011). Living-apart-together (LAT) relationships in
Australia. Family Matters, 87, 43-55.

28

Régnier-Loilier, A. (2017). Conjugal outcomes of different types of non-cohabiting
relationships. In A. Régnier-Loilier (ed.) A longitudinal approach to family trajectories in
France: The Generations and Gender Survey (pp. 27-50). Cham: Springer Nature.
Régnier-Loilier, A., Beaujouan, E., & Villeneuve-Gokalp, C. (2009). Neither single, nor in a
couple: A study of living apart together in France. Demographic Research, 21(4), 75-108.
Sandström, G., & Karlsson, L. (2019). The educational gradient of living alone: A
comparison among the working-age population in Europe. Demographic Research, 40(55),
1645–1670.
Sandström, G., Namatovu, F., Ineland, J., Larsson, D., Ng, N., & Stattin, M. (2020). The
persistence of high levels of living alone among adults with disabilities in Sweden, 1993–
2011. Population Research and Policy Review. Published online.
Schneider, B., Rapp, I., Klein, T., & Eckhard, J. (2014) Relationship status and health: Does
the use of different relationship indicators matter? Global Public Health, 9(5), 528-537.
Settersten, Jr. R.A. (2015). Relationships in Time and the Life Course: The Significance of
Linked Lives. Research in Human Development, 12(3-4), 217-223.
Simon, R. W. (2014). Twenty years of the sociology of mental health: The continued
significance of gender and marital status for emotional well-being. In R.J. Johnson, R.J.
Turner & B.G. Link (Eds.), Sociology of mental health: Selected topics from forty years,
1970s–2010s (pp. 21-51). New York, NY: Springer Science.
Singleton, P. (2012). Insult to Injury: Disability, Earnings, and Divorce. The Journal of
Human Resources, 47(4), 972–990.
Sthrom, C.Q., Seltzer, J.A., Cochran, S.D., & Mays, V.M. (2009). “Living apart together”
relationships in the United States. Demographic Research, 21(7), 177-214.
Tumin, D. (2016). Marriage trends among Americans with childhood-onset disabilities,
1997–2013. Disability and Health Journal, 9(4), 713–718.

29

Umberson, D., & Montez, J. K. (2010). Social relationships and health. A flashpoint for
health policy. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 51(1 suppl), S54–S66.
Upton-Davis, K. (2012). Living apart together relationships (LAT): Severing intimacy from
obligation. Gender Issues, 29, 25-38.
Upton-Davis, K. (2015). Subverting gendered norms of cohabitation: Living apart together
for women over 45. Journal of Gender Studies, 24(1), 104-116.

Stockholm Research Reports in Demography
Stockholm University,
106 91 Stockholm,
Sweden
www.su.se | info@su.se | ISSN 2002-617X

30

