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Abstract: Although family migration is a well examined topic, the migration that takes 

place at the start of co-residence of couples is so far hardly studied. This study examines 

gender differences in who moves to whom and who moves the longer distance when 

couples start a co-residential union. Analyses are performed based on Swedish register 

data, 1991-2008, including detailed longitudinal information on the residence of all 

couples in Sweden who married or had a child as cohabitants in 2008. The study reveals 

that even after adjusting for gender differences in age, local-, family-, and labor market 

ties, education, occupation, and economic bargaining power, it is more common for the 

woman to move to the man than vice versa, and the woman is on average moving longer 

distances than the man. Gender differences are especially pronounced when partners live 

far apart prior to union formation. Among these couples the woman on average moves 40 

kilometers longer than the man. The proposed mediators explain half of this excess 

distance. Men’s likelihood to move and their distance moved is more affected by labor 

market ties than women’s, indicating that traditional gender ideologies matter for 

understanding migration patterns at the start of co-residence. 
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Introduction 

The interdependence between individuals in migration decisions has for a long time 

been stressed by those advocating a life course approach to migration (Boyle et al. 1998; 

Elder et al. 2002). Family migration research focuses to a large extent on disentangling 

this interdependence, especially in terms of how couples’ migration decisions are taken 

with regards to the man’s and the woman’s career opportunities (Cooke 2008) and local 

ties (Mulder and Malmberg 2012). What has been much less studied is the beginning of 

couples’ joint migration careers, i.e., migration that occurs when couples start a co-

residential union, even though these moves are crucial in residential mobility (e.g. Rossi 

1955). Gender differences in the likelihood of moving and the distance moved when 

forming a co-residential union may have consequences for the partners’ future social and 

professional networks and careers, similar to those found for couple’s later joint 

migration.  

When two people decide to live together, there are two alternate possibilities: either 

one person moves in with the other, or both partners move to a new joint address. Studies 

indicate that in Sweden, partners on average need to move a considerable distance at the 

start of co-residence (Haandrikman 2011). There are indications that it is more common 

that the woman moves to the man than vice versa, and that the woman may be moving 

over longer distances. For instance women are more likely than men to move the same 

year as they marry (Fischer and Malmberg 2001; Mulder and Wagner 1993) and couples 

often live closer to the man’s parents than the woman’s (Løken et al. 2013). However, the 

present study is the first to examine actual migration distances, as well as gender 

differences in who moves to whom at the start of co-residence (with the exception of a 
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descriptive study by Statistics Sweden 2012). In addition, most previous studies are based 

on married couples, whereas in present-day Europe, the majority of couples start their 

union in the form of unmarried co-residence. 

In this study, we examine whether women are more likely than men to move in with 

their partner, and whether women move over longer distances than men at the start of co-

residence. We use data from Swedish high quality longitudinal registers and collect all 

couples who either had a child in a cohabiting relationship in 2008, or who married in 

2008. We then follow both partners back in time until the last year they did not live at the 

same address, when we measure the Euclidean distances between the addresses where the 

two partners in these couples lived when they were single and the address of their first 

joint home. By performing step-wise regressions, we examine what mechanisms underlie 

gendered migration at the start of co-residence.  

 

Mechanisms for understanding gendered migration at the start of co-residence 

In most countries, couples start their co-resident lives in closer proximity to the 

man’s parents than the woman’s (Baker and Jacobsen 2006). This is the case not only in 

contexts where families are responsible for care of older generations but couples tend to 

live closer to the man’s parents than the woman’s also where those responsibilities have 

been taken over by the state (Blaauboer et al. 2011 for the Netherlands; Brandén 2012 

and Malmberg and Pettersson 2007 for Sweden; Løken et al. 2013 for Norway). 

According to Pettersson and Malmberg (2009) there might be remnants of a patrilocal 

tradition in Sweden, though theoretical and empirical studies on this are lacking. . The 
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closer proximity to men’s parents, combined with an excess female migration propensity 

in the year of marriage and childbearing (Fischer and Malmberg 2001; Mulder and 

Wagner 1993), indicate that women are more likely to move than men, and move over 

longer distances than men, at the start of co-residence. This pattern is confirmed by a 

descriptive report from Statistics Sweden (2012), showing that among the couples that 

had a first common child in year 2000, 43 percent of all co-residential unions started with 

the woman moving in with the man, whereas men moved in with women in 32 percent of 

all cases.  

Gender and migration at the start of co-residence are hence clearly intertwined. 

Besides the existence of gender beliefs that might lead to gendered migration behavior, 

we first discuss structural issues that may underlie both such beliefs and individuals’ 

migration behavior, namely age differences between partners, gendered local- family- 

and labor market ties, educational attainment, occupational sex segregation and economic 

bargaining power. 

The age gap between partners in a couple may be the most obvious mechanism 

behind gendered migration patterns. Most new couples consist of a man who is a few 

years older than the woman (Kolk 2012; Presser 1975; Statistics Sweden 2012). Age 

differences are associated with greater bargaining power for the older partner (Bozon 

1991). Furthermore, age is strongly negatively associated with moving (Fisher and 

Malmberg 2001), due to stronger ties to labor and housing markets over the life course. 

The age difference between men and women may therefore imply that his ties will 

outweigh hers in any decision to move. Even though the average age difference is most 

often not of the magnitude to place partners at different stages of their career, we expect 
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that the average two year age difference may still matter when it comes to young people 

establishing themselves on the labor and housing market. We would therefore expect men 

to either not move or to migrate over relatively shorter distances in comparison to women 

when starting a co-residence.  

The age gap between partners indeed emerged as an important mediator for the 

gender differences in the likelihood to move to a partner in Statistics Sweden’s 

descriptive study (2012). Among couples with a large age difference it was more 

common for the woman to move in with the man whereas for couples where both 

partners were aged 25-29 it was as common to start co-residing in the man’s dwelling as 

in the woman’s. Mulder and Wagner (1993) however found that although the link 

between age and marital changes is important for understanding changing migration 

pattern over the life course, women remain more likely to move long distances than men 

in the year of marriage, even after adjusting for age. Fischer and Malmberg (2001) also 

found women to be more mobile than men the year they experienced marriage or the 

birth of a child, and that these results remained even though the models controlled for 

age. We therefore expect age differences between partners to explain a substantial part, 

but not all, of the gender differences in the likelihood to move to a partner, and in the 

distance moved. 

Connected to age we know that different types of ties tend to decrease migration 

propensities (Fischer and Malmberg 2001). Although the amount of ties accumulated is 

strongly linked to age, ties also vary by gender within age groups. Women in general 

have fewer local, family and labor market ties than men. For instance, in Sweden, as well 

as in many other developed countries, young men move less than young women 
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(Lundholm 2007; Mulder and Wagner 1993), resulting in men having stayed a longer 

duration in their current region of residence than women, giving them more local ties 

than women at the same age. This likely reduces men’s propensity of moving. If gender 

differences in the likelihood to move to a partner diminish after adjusting for the duration 

of stay, the local ties hypothesis is supported.  

Related to this, women’s generally higher migration propensity at young ages may 

not only have an impact in terms of fewer ties to their region of residence, but it may also 

be an indicator of ties being less important for women than for men. We test this by 

studying whether women’s duration of stay is less important for her migration pattern 

than men’s duration of stay.  

Strong family ties, such as family living nearby or children from previous 

relationships, are likely to reduce migration propensities (Fischer and Malmberg 2001; 

Blaauboer 2011; Blaauboer et al. 2013). The strength of family ties are often gendered. 

For instance men more often live in closer proximity to their parents than women do 

(Løken et al. 2013; Malmberg and Pettersson 2007) and leave home later (Chiuru and Del 

Boca 2010).  Women, one the other hand, more often live with children from previous 

relationships, increasing their local family ties (Lundström 2009). If our analysis shows 

that women more often move to their partner than men, but that these differences 

diminish after adjusting for the amount of family ties the two partners have, the family 

ties hypothesis is supported.  

The final types of ties we examine are labor market ties, building on the notion that a 

strong attachment to the (local) labor market is likely to decrease the propensity of 
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moving to a partner. Women are on average enrolled longer in education than men 

(Statistics Sweden 2012), slowing down their labor market establishment and making 

their housing situation more unstable. On the other hand, among women and men who 

work, men have fewer local labor market ties as they often commute over longer 

distances (Sandow 2008; Schéele and Andersson 2013). We expect that adjusting for 

labor market ties will decrease gender differences in migration. 

 

Educational achievement is likely to matter for who moves to whom. For several 

years, Swedish women have on average been higher educated than Swedish men 

(Statistics Sweden 2012). A high educational level is commonly seen as a geographically 

transferrable human capital, where an individual can move to a new region and still 

receive returns from the investment (Baker and Jacobsen 2006; Fischer and Malmberg 

2001). On the other hand, a high education is a human capital investment (Becker 1962; 

Bowles 1970; Schultz 1961), which could imply that individuals with a high educational 

level have a lot invested in building a career locally; making them reluctant to move if the 

opportunity is not right.  

It is, hence unclear how a high educational level would affect the propensity to move 

to a partner. If high educational level mainly implies a transferrable human capital, it 

would be associated with an elevated propensity to move to a partner. However, if a high 

education implies having a lot invested in building a career locally, such as human capital 

theory predicts (Schultz 1961; Becker 1962; Bowles 1970) this could make a high 

educational level associated with a decreased propensity to move to a partner. Higher 
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education may also be associated with more egalitarian migration patterns at the start of 

co-residence. Løken and colleagues (2013) found in Norway that only those without a 

college degree were likely to live closer to the man’s than to the woman’s parents. 

Among those with a college degree, no such differences were found (Løken et al. 2013). 

In summary, the effect of education on the propensity to move is unclear. We call this the 

education paradox, and it states that a higher education may be associated with either a 

greater or a lower likelihood to move to a partner, or to a more egalitarian migration 

pattern.  

Occupations are also associated with the transferability of one’s human capital. If an 

individual’s occupation exists in many different locations, it may be easier to move to a 

partner than when the occupation exists only in few places (Halfacree 1995). Regardless 

of educational level, women are overrepresented in occupations that are geographically 

flexible, such as in the care sector and in teaching (Brandén 2013a). This occupational 

sex segregation has some explanatory power when explaining why men’s careers seem to 

drive family migration decisions in the US, the UK, and Sweden (Brandén 2013a; Perales 

and Vidal 2013; Shauman 2010; Shauman and Noonan 2007) and is likely to be 

important also for migration at the start of co-residence. We call this hypothesis the 

occupational sex segregation hypothesis. 

The distribution of economic resources is clearly related to gender. Women on 

average earn less than men, and have fewer economic resources than their male partners 

(Magnusson 2010). This has an impact on the bargaining power between the two 

partners, where the partner with the most resources often negotiates the most beneficial 

deal (Blood and Wolfe 1960; England and Kilbourne 1990; Lundberg and Pollak 1996). 
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Bargaining power has been argued to be important for understanding couple migration 

decisions (Lundberg and Pollak 2003). If theories on bargaining power also hold for 

migration at the start of co-residence, we would expect the partner with the lower 

earnings to be more inclined to move to the other partner than vice versa. We call this the 

bargaining power hypothesis.  

In addition to these structural ways in which gender may affect migration, gender 

beliefs about how important individuals consider the man’s and the woman’s work and 

family career to be, what is commonly termed gender ideology, is likely to be important 

(Davis and Greenstein 2009). Gender ideology refers to “individuals’ levels of support 

for a division of paid work and family responsibilities that is based on the belief in 

gendered separate spheres.” (Davis and Greenstein 2009:88). In Scandinavia, the concept 

of “gender contract” has been used to understand gendered orientations, actions and 

behavior (Forsberg 1997; Hirdman 1993; Pfau-Effinger 1994). A traditional gender 

ideology is likely to increase a couple’s likelihood to move for the sake of the man 

(Bielby and Bielby 1992). Following this logic, it is also likely to increase the excess 

female distance moved at the start of co-residence. If couples consider the man’s paid 

work to be more fundamental than the woman’s, his labor market ties should matter more 

for migration distance and the likelihood to move at the start of co-residence, whereas 

perhaps the woman’s family ties should matter more.  

We know that when couples are already living together, the man’s career is often 

given more priority in migration decisions than the woman’s (for an overview, see Cooke 

2008). Also in Sweden, women are more willing than men to move if their partner was 

offered a job in another region, and especially so for individuals with traditional attitudes 
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on gender (Brandén 2013b). Furthermore, for already existing couples, the man’s socio-

economic characteristics (Jacobsen and Levin 2000; Nivalainen 2004; Shihadeh 1991) 

and labor market ties (Mulder and Malmberg 2012) affect couples’ migration 

propensities more than the woman’s (Mulder and Malmberg 2012). In addition, the 

importance of family ties for migration probabilities is also gendered. The fact that men 

more often live in closer proximity to their parents than women do (Løken et al. 2013; 

Malmberg and Pettersson 2007) and leave the parental home later (Chiuru and Del Boca 

2010) could indicate that for men, family ties are more important than for women. 

However, according to theories on gender ideology, family ties could matter more for 

women than for men, as women more often take the main responsibility for family and 

children. Mulder and Malmberg (2012) found that family ties, measured by proximity to 

parents and siblings, had no gendered effect on couples’ migration propensities.  

We will test whether labor market and family ties are more important for men or for 

women in explaining who moves to whom and who moves the longer distance and call 

this the gender ideology hypothesis.  Following Mulder and Malmberg (2012), we expect 

no gendered effect of the distance to parents. We however expect that women’s migration 

distance and their likelihood to move are more affected by having children living in their 

household than men’s, whereas men’s migration distance and their likelihood to move are 

more affected by labor market ties.   

Data: The PLACE Database 

For our analyses, we use register data from the PLACE database, managed at 

Uppsala University. The PLACE database includes all individuals who were registered in 
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Sweden during the period 1991-2008, and a wide range of demographic, socio-economic, 

housing and migration variables. Its excellent geographic attributes, especially location 

coordinates of each 100 by 100 meter square, enable a longitudinal analysis of the 

distance moved of all inhabitants in Sweden. Because we can link individual information 

over time, we can observe partners’ attributes prior to union formation.  

The major drawback of the otherwise high quality Swedish register data is that we 

can link partners in couples only if they are married or have a common child. Partners are 

linked to each other using an identification code for the household. Partners are 

considered to be cohabiting if they and their common child(ren) live at the same address 

during a given year (Thomson and Eriksson, 2013)1.  

Couples included in our analysis include, first, those who were linked through a 

common child and the same residence in 2008 but who were both ‘single’ (not linked 

through a common child or marriage, but possibly in same residence) in 2007. Second, 

we identified partners who married in 2008 (whether or not they had common children 

before marriage) and who were not married in 2007. For each couple, we then went back 

year by year, until 1994 at the earliest, to examine where the partners lived the year 

before the year they first lived at the same address, measured by the geographic 

coordinates of the 100 by 100 meter area where they were registered as living. We 

measured the Euclidean distance between the previous and the new address. The sample 

hence consists of “successful” couples, who married or had children in the baseline year 

of our study (2008). Hence, couples that never experience any of these events are not 
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captured. We discuss how this may affect our results in the end of the paper. Couples 

experiencing marriage or having a child in earlier years than 2008 were excluded, as the 

different durations to the transition events would hinder comparison.  

If partners started cohabiting more than 15 years before they had children or married, 

we have no information about them prior to union formation, and hence they are 

excluded. Ten percent of the couples are excluded for this reason. In an attempt to 

examine if this makes our results valid only for couples who co-resided for 15 years or 

less before marrying or having children, we have examined if migration patterns differ by 

the year the partners started cohabiting. If there were differences between couples that 

started living together in 1994 and couples that started living together in later years, this 

could indicate that the exclusion of couples who started their co-residential union prior to 

1994 is affecting our results. The migration patterns are however not in any way 

systematically different by the year the couples started living together. Our final data set 

includes information on 130,662 individuals. 

 

Analytical strategy 

We examine two outcomes: (1) the likelihood of moving at all, i.e., contrasting a 

move to the partner’s residence or a new joint residence to a partner moving in with the 

ego and (2) the distance moved at the start of co-residence - zero if the partner moved in 

or the distance to the partner’s residence or a new joint residence. In a first step we 

                                                                                                                                                 
1 The address is measured by the 100 meter square that may apply to several buildings belonging to the 
same property (”fastighet”). Half of all Swedes live in properties with less than 10 persons, and more than 
75 percent live in properties with less than 100 persons. 
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examine all couples. In a second step we perform separate analyses for when partners 

lived more than 50 kilometers apart prior to union formation. If partners live far apart 

prior to union formation, at least one of the partners needs to move a considerable 

distance for the couple to be able to start their co-residential union, which makes these 

individuals theoretically interesting to examine separately, not least because of the impact 

long distance migration may have on location-specific networks and social ties (Løken et 

al. 2013). The 50 kilometers threshold is commonly used defining a long distance in 

migration studies in Sweden (see for instance Malmberg and Pettersson 2007).  

All characteristics of individuals and their eventual partners are measured the year 

prior to co-residence. Age, squared age, and the number of years younger the ego is 

compared to his or her partner were included as continuous variables. To measure local 

ties we include a dummy variable indicating whether an individual changed county of 

residence during the three years preceding the start of co-residence (Sweden consists of 

21 counties), and a variable on whether the individual is born in Sweden. As a first 

indicator of family ties we include a dummy variable on whether ego has any children 

registered in his or her household2. We include two categorical variables measuring the 

Euclidian distance between ego and his or her closest living parent, as well as between 

ego and the closest living parent of the partner (<5 kilometers, 5-49 kilometers, >50 

kilometers, and no parent alive in Sweden) to include measures of local ties to parents 

and (future) parents-in-law. Also, we include a dummy variable on living in one’s 

                                                 
2 Unfortunately, PLACE does not have information on whether children are biological, adopted or 
stepchildren. We only know if children are living in a household. Though many share residence with both 
parents, most children are registered with their mother in Sweden (Lundström 2009), making our measure 
underestimating the number of fathers.  We have repeated the analyses without the variable on children in 
the household, and these results are discussed in the end of this paper. 
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parental home before co-residence. Labor market ties include a set of dummy variables 

for being employed in November all the three years prior to living together, being 

enrolled in studies the year prior to co-residence (measured by whether a person received 

study grants and loans), and a variable measuring commuting patterns, distinguishing 

between (1) working in the same municipality as one lives, (2) working in another 

municipality than where one lives (but not in the municipality where the partner is 

living), and (3) working in another municipality than where one lives, and this is the 

municipality where the partner lives. Educational level was measured as the highest 

educational level achieved in June, categorized as (1) primary school (nine years, 

normally from age 7 to age 16), (2) upper secondary school (an additional two or three 

years) (3) tertiary education less than two years and (4) two or more years of tertiary 

education. Work characteristics were based on the Swedish Standard Industrial 

Classification (SNI), which categorizes work places and companies by their primary 

activity. To capture to what extent the occupation makes it possible to move and being 

able to work in the same occupation in the new region, we included a dummy variable for 

whether the individual works in the education, health or social work sector, as these 

sectors include occupations that previous studies have shown are evenly distributed over 

Sweden, and that are female dominated (Brandén 2013a). Our measure of economic 

bargaining power is based on the disposable income (after tax deductions) of the ego and 

his/her partner. Existing negative values were set to 0. We used the disposable income of 

both partners to create a measure of how much ego and the partner would contribute to 

the total couple income, had the couple pooled their income in the year before co-

residence. It is based on Sørensen and McLanahan’s (1987) measure and calculated as 
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(IncEGO/ IncEGO+IncPARTNER)-(IncPARTNER/ IncEGO+IncPARTNER). The measure varies 

between -1 (the partner contributes all of the total couple income) and +1 (the ego 

contributes all couple income). In a final step, we included a measure of the degree of 

urbanization of the individual’s place of residence, as well as dummy variables for the 

county of residence, to adjust for regional variation in housing prices and employment 

opportunities, but also to adjust for women being overrepresented in the urban areas of 

Sweden (Glesbygdsverket 2008), and young individuals preferring to live in urban areas 

(Stockdale and Catney 2012). The measure of urbanization is based on own calculations 

performed in the Equipop software (Östh et al. 2013), and is based on the radius of the 

circle in which 20,000 people can be found, using the population living in each 100 by 

100 meter square. The measure is independent of administrative boundaries, and within 

geographical entities, several types of degree of urbanization can be observed (see 

Hedberg and Haandrikman 2011). Based on a statistical classification, we offer a variable 

that distinguishes between (1) Urban areas, (2) Areas adjacent to urban areas, (3) 

Accessible countryside, (4) Peripheral countryside, and (5) Remote countryside, with 

distances to reach 20,000 people ranging from within 11 kilometers for urban areas to 93-

142 kilometers for remote areas.  

 

Descriptive results  

Table 1 shows some descriptive statistics on migration patterns at the start of co-

residence in Sweden.  
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Table 1  

Migration patterns at the start of co-residence in Sweden 

Men Women 

Move or not  
(percentages) 

Stay: Partner moves in 28 21 

Move: To partner 21 28 

Move: To new joint home 51 51 

Distance moved  
(mean in kilometers) 

All 36 46 

Movers 50 59 

If partners live >50 km 
apart 

109 150 

Distance moved  
(median in 
kilometers) 

All 2 3 

Movers 6 8 

  
If partners live >50 km 
apart 

13 79 

N All 65,253 65,409 

Movers 46,778 51,677 

  
If partners live >50 km 
apart 

15,111 15,157 

Source: Swedish register data, authors’ calculations 

 

It is more common that the woman moves to the man than vice versa at the start of 

co-residence. 28 percent of men stay in their current home and have their partner moving 

in, as compared to 21 percent of the women. Women also generally move over longer 

distances when forming a union. On average, women move 46 kilometers when forming 

a union, whereas men move 36 kilometers. If we adjust for that it is more common that 
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the woman moves to the man than vice versa, by only studying individuals that do move, 

women on average move 59 kilometers whereas men move 50 kilometers. The pattern is 

amplified when partners live far apart prior to co-residence. If the two partners lived 

more than 50 kilometers apart prior to co-residence, the woman on average moved 41 

kilometers longer than the man (150 kilometers for women, as compared to 109 

kilometers for men). 

Table 2 includes descriptive statistics on the proposed mediators for gender 

differences in migration patterns. All variables are measured the year prior to living 

together, if nothing else is specified. We find clear gender differences in individual 

characteristics prior to co-residence. The mean age gap between partners is two years 

with the man being older. Women more often changed county of residence in the last 

three years prior to co-residence, and slightly more often lived very far (more than 50 

kilometers) away from their parents, indicating weaker family ties in that respect. On the 

other hand, women more often had children living in their household prior to co-

residence, indicating stronger family ties to their current region of residence. Women and 

men on average live the same distance away from their future parents-in-law, and are 

about as likely to live in the parental home before co-residence (but as men on average 

are older than their partner, this reflects men leaving home later). Men have stronger 

labor market ties than women; 62 percent of the men have been continuously employed 

during the three years preceding co-residence, as compared to 48 percent of the women. 

In line with this, 35 percent of the women were enrolled in studies the year prior to co-

residence, as compared to 17 percent for men. In terms of commuting patterns, men’s 

local labor market ties are weaker than women’s; 33 percent of men work in another 
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municipality than they are living in, as compared to 28 percent of the women. We find 

clear gender differences in educational achievement, with more women than men having 

more than two years of tertiary education, whereas men are overrepresented in upper 

secondary school as their highest achieved education. Regarding occupational sex 

segregation, we find that a third of women worked in education, health or social work the 

year before the start of co-residence, whereas only 9 percent of men did so. The man also 

on average earned more than the woman.  

Partners who found each other while living more than 50 kilometers apart have 

weaker ties to their current home region, as compared to all couples. They are more 

geographically mobile during the years preceding co-residence, less often have children 

in their household, live further away from both parents and future parents-in-law, less 

often have been continuously employed during the years preceding co-residence, and 

were more often commuting or enrolled in education the year prior to co-residence. 

Summarizing these descriptive findings, there are clear indications of (1) gender 

differences in distance moved and the likelihood to move when forming a union, and (2) 

gender differences in many of the proposed mediating factors. We will now proceed with 

our multivariate analyses to examine to what extent gender differences in the distance 

moved and the likelihood to move can be explained by these mediators. 



Table 2  

Descriptive statistics on main independent variables 
    All new couples Partners lived > 50 

km apart  
    Men Women Men Women 
Age (mean)  31 29 31 29 

Changed county in last three years (%)  13 17 23 27 
Born abroad (%)  9 10 9 10 

Children in household (%)  6 20 5 15 

Distance to closest parent (%) <5 km 48 47 45 43 
 5-50km 24 23 20 17 
 50 km or longer 19 22 27 32 
 Parents deceased or not in 

Sweden 
9 8 8 8 

Distance to closest parent of partner 
(%) 

<5 km 21 21 5 4 

 5-50km 38 38 10 8 
 50 km or longer 32 31 77 79 
 Parents deceased or not in 

Sweden 
9 9 8 9 

Lived in the parental home (%)  23 24 25 26 

Continuously employed the three years 
before living  together (%) 

 62 48 56 43 

Continues on next page 
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Table 2, continued 

 
Enrolled in education (%)  17 35 23 41 
Commuted (%)  Did not commute 67 71  61 63  
 Commuted to other municipality 27 22 31 28 
 Commuted to municipality 

where future partner lived 
 6  6 8 9  

Education level (%) Primary school 13 15 11 12 
 Upper secondary school  55 48 50 42 
 Tertiary education < two years  9 9 11 11 
 Tertiary education two years + 23 28 28 34 

Work in education, health or social 
work (%) 

 9 32 10 32 

Income division (mean)  0.11 -0.11 0.11 -0.10 

Degree of urbanization (%) Urban area 77 78 72 76 
 Areas adjacent to urban areas 17 15 18 16 
 Accessible countryside 5 5 6 6 
 Peripheral countryside 1 1 3 2 
 Remote countryside 0 0 1 0 
N   65,253 65,409 15,111 15,157 

Source: Swedish register data, authors’ calculations 



Results from multivariate analyses 

Table 3 shows odds ratios from logistic regressions on the likelihood to move at the 

start of co-residence. We perform step-wise analyses and examine whether the effect 

from gender remains significant when adding our proposed intervening factors.  

Models 1 through 7 in Table 3 show that women are more likely to move when 

forming a union than men, and that the effect remains significant even after adjusting for 

the proposed mediators.  

The younger the individual is, and the younger s/he is as compared to the partner, the 

more likely s/he is to move (Model 2). The effect from age differences remains in all 

models. However, the effect from age as such is explained by the strength of ties varying 

over the life course, seen by how the effect disappears after adjusting for ties in Model 3. 

The effect from local ties indicates that individuals who have been geographically mobile 

during the three years prior to co-residence also are more likely to move at the start of co-

residence. Being foreign born however has no impact on the likelihood to move when 

forming a union (Model 3). Family ties show patterns in the anticipated direction, with a 

lower likelihood to move for individuals who live with children and who live nearby 

parents, combined with a greatly increased likelihood to move for individuals who lived 

with their parents prior to union formation (Model 3). The more labor market ties an 

individual has, the less likely s/he is to move, illustrated by the fact that individuals who 

have not been continuously employed during the last three years or who were enrolled in 

studies the year prior to co-residence are more likely to move (Model 3). Commuters 

have an increased likelihood to move, but only when they commute to the municipality 

where the partner lives (Model 3). Educational achievement has a quite weak effect on 
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whether an individual moves when forming a union, with individuals with low education 

being slightly more likely to move than individuals with higher education (Model 4). The 

hypothesis regarding occupational sex segregation gains support: individuals who work 

in care, social work or in teaching are more likely to move at the start of co-residence 

(Model 5). Bargaining power also has an effect in line with our expectations (Model 6). 

The more the individual earns compared to the partner, the less likely s/he is to move. 

Finally, in Model 7 we add measures of urbanization as well as dummy variables for each 

of Sweden’s counties (not shown). Individuals in urban areas are more likely to move 

when forming a union. However, adjusting for this does not change the previously found 

effects.  



Table 3  
Logistic regression on the likelihood to move when forming a union in Sweden. Odds ratios 
   Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
Gender Woman as compared to 

man 
1.49*** 1.10*** 1.23*** 1.23*** 1.20*** 1.09*** 1.10*** 

Age and age differences Age  0.85*** 1.00 1.00 1.00 0.98*** 0.99** 
 Age squared  1.00*** 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00** 1.00* 
 Number of years younger 

than partner 
 1.04*** 1.05*** 1.05*** 1.05*** 1.04*** 1.04*** 

Local ties Changed county in last 
three years 

  1.29*** 1.29*** 1.30*** 1.28*** 1.27*** 

 Born abroad   1.03 1.02 1.02 1.02 1.02 
Family ties Children in household   0.63*** 0.62*** 0.62*** 0.66*** 0.66*** 
 Distance to closest parent 

(compared to <5 km) 
       

    5-50km   1.06*** 1.07*** 1.07*** 1.07*** 1.07*** 
    50 km or longer   1.33*** 1.34*** 1.34*** 1.35*** 1.36*** 
    Parents deceased or not 

in Sweden 
  1.17*** 1.17*** 1.18*** 1.17*** 1.18*** 

 Distance to closest parent 
of partner (compared to <5 
km) 

       

    5-50km   1.04 1.04* 1.04* 1.02 1.04* 
    50 km or longer   0.99 0.99 0.99 0.98 0.99 
    Parents deceased or not 

in Sweden 
  0.74*** 0.74*** 0.75*** 0.8*** 0.82*** 

 Living in the parental 
home  

  5.70*** 5.68*** 5.69*** 5.46*** 5.62*** 

Labor market ties Continuously employed 
the three years before co-
residence 

  0.82*** 0.82*** 0.82*** 0.90*** 0.90*** 

Continues on next page 
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Table 3, continued 
 Enrolled in education    1.17*** 1.19*** 1.18*** 1.12*** 1.11*** 
 Commuted to other 

municipality (compared 
to did not commute) 

       

    Commuted to other 
municipality 

  1.01 1.01 1.02 1.04* 1.07*** 

    Commuted to 
municipality where 
future partner lived 

  1.37*** 1.37*** 1.37*** 1.39*** 1.43*** 

Education level 
(compared to primary 
school) 

Upper secondary school    0.97 0.96 0.98 0.97 

 Tertiary education < two 
years 

   0.91** 0.91** 0.93* 0.91** 

 Tertiary education two 
years + 

   0.96 0.94* 0.97 0.96 

Occupational sex 
segregation 

Working in education, 
health or social work 

    1.11*** 1.11*** 1.10*** 

Bargaining power Income share       0.48*** 0.48*** 
Degree of urbanization 
(compared to urban 
area) 

Areas adjacent to urban 
areas 

      0.87*** 

 Accessible countryside       0.86*** 
 Peripheral countryside       0.91 
 Remote countryside       0.73 
Constant  2.53*** 71.44*** 2.33*** 2.3*** 2.29*** 3.45*** 2.97*** 
N   130,662 130,662 130,662 130,662 130,662 130,662 130,662 
-2 Log likelihood  144,991 139,683 132,369 132,360 132,326 131,221 131,006 
Cox & Snell R2   0.01 0.05 0.10 0.10 0.10 0.11 0.11 

 
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05 
Source: Swedish register data, authors’ calculations 



Table 4  
OLS regressions on kilometers moved at start of co-residence in Sweden. Unstandardized coefficients  

    
Model 
1 

Model 
2 

Model 
3 

Model 
4 

Model 
5 

Model 
6 

Model 
7 

Gender Woman as compared to man 10.6*** 6.4*** 7.7*** 7.8*** 7.9*** 7.3*** 8.4*** 
Age and age 
differences 

Age 
-2.8*** 0.1 0.3 0.3 0.2 0.6** 

 Age squared 0.0*** 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0* 
 Number of years younger than 

partner 0.4*** 0.2** 0.2** 0.2** 0.1* 0.2* 
Local ties Changed county in last three 

years 22.1*** 22.4*** 22.4*** 22.3*** 21.2***
 Born abroad -2.7* -2.5 -2.5 -2.6 1.4 
Family ties Children in household  -7.3*** -7.6*** -7.6*** -7.2*** -9.1*** 
 Distance to closest parent 

(compared to <5 km) 
   5-50km -2.1* -1.9* -1.9* -1.9* -0.7 
   50 km or longer 8.8*** 9.3*** 9.3*** 9.3*** 10.3***
   Parents deceased or not in 
Sweden 2.4 2.7 2.7 2.6 2.9 
Distance to closest parent of 
partner (compared to <5 km) 
   5-50km 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.1 2.6*** 
   50 km or longer 65.7*** 65.9*** 65.9*** 65.9*** 65.9***
   Parents deceased or not in 
Sweden 22.6*** 22.7*** 22.7*** 23.2*** 25.3***

 Living in the parental home 29.0*** 29.0*** 29.0*** 28.6*** 27.8***
Labor market ties Continuously employed the 

three years before co-residence 
-
10.5*** 

-
10.9***

-
10.9***

-
10.4*** -8.9*** 

Continues on next page 
 
 



 27

Table 4, continued 
 Enrolled in education 7.5*** 8.3*** 8.3*** 8.0*** 7.4*** 
 Commuted to other 

municipality (compared to did 
not commute) 
   Commuted to other 
municipality 7.1*** 7.1*** 7.1*** 7.3*** 11.6*** 
   Commuted to municipality 
where future partner lived 24.8*** 24.8*** 24.8*** 24.9*** 28.1*** 

Education level 
(compared to 
primary school) 

Upper secondary school 

3.5*** 3.5*** 3.8*** 2.8** 
 Tertiary education < two years -0.8 -0.8 -0.5 0.2 
 Tertiary education two years + 0.5 0.5 0.8 2.5* 
Occupational sex 
segregation 

Working in education, health 
or social work -0.1 0.0 -2.4** 

Bargaining power Income share before living 
together -3.8*** -4.5*** 

Degree of 
urbanization 
(compared to urban 
area) Areas adjacent to urban areas 1.6 

Accessible countryside 5.1*** 
Peripheral countryside 7.0* 
Remote countryside 27.8*** 

Constant 35.8*** 92.7*** 0.6 -4.3 -4.3 -2.8 -27.3*** 
N   130,662 130,662 130,662 130,662 130,662 130,662 130,662 
R2 0.00 0.01 0.11 0.11 0.11 0.11 0.13 
Adjusted R2 0.00 0.01 0.11 0.11 0.11 0.11 0.13 

 
*** p<.001, ** p<.01, * p<.05 
Source: Swedish register data, authors’ calculations 



 Table 4 shows unstandardized coefficients from OLS regressions on distance 

moved when forming a union. Model 1 shows the general effect from gender. Similar to 

the descriptive findings from Table 1, we find that the woman on average moves 10.6 

kilometers longer than the man at the start of co-residence. Over the seven models, the 

effect is reduced, although it remains significant.  

The most crucial mediators for gender differences in distance moved are age and age 

differences between partners. When adjusting for that the younger partner moves over 

longer distances, the gender difference in migration distance is reduced to 6.4 kilometers 

(Model 2). Again, the effect of age, but not of age difference, is explained by how the 

strength of ties varies by age (Model 3). Adjusting for local, family and labor market ties 

increases the gender differences somewhat (Model 3). This is because more women than 

men have children from previous relations living with them, which decreases their 

distance moved. Having changed county the last three years, living far from one’s own or 

one’s partner’s parents, or living in the parental home are all factors that increase the 

distance moved when forming a union (Model 3). Employed individuals move over 

shorter distances whereas individuals enrolled in education move longer. Individuals who 

commute move over longer distances, and especially so if they commute to the region 

where the partner lives (Model 3). Again, education does not have a strong impact on the 

distance moved (Model 4). Individuals with upper secondary school are more mobile 

than individuals who have only finished primary school, but there are no differences 

between individuals with higher education and individuals with primary school. Note that 

we have already adjusted for the generally higher migration propensity for highly 

educated individuals, by whether they have moved to a new county during the last three 
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years. Although working in the education, health or social work sector did have an impact 

on where partners started their co-residential union (Table 3), it has no impact on the 

distance moved, as shown in Table 4, Model 5. Model 6 shows that the more the 

individual earns compared to the partner, the lower is the distance moved. The effect is 

however small. The measure varies between -1 and +1, so the coefficient of 4.5 should be 

interpreted as if someone who earns all the couple income on average will move 4.5 

kilometers shorter than someone who earns exactly the same as his or her partner. After 

adjusting for all proposed mediators, in Model 7, 8.4 of the initial 10.6 kilometers of 

gender difference in distance moved remains.  

Table 5 shows the gender coefficient from the same analyses as presented in Tables 

3 and 4, but only for couples where partners lived more than 50 kilometers apart prior to 

cohabitation. For the analyses on distance moved, the analyses are also repeated on the 

subset of individuals that actually moved at the start of co-residence, to examine whether 

the gender differences in distance moved reflect that women more often move at all at the 

start of co-residence. 



Table 5  

The effect of gender on the likelihood to move and the distance moved in Sweden for four subgroups  
Women as compared to men (ref.) 

  Logistic regressions on the 
likelihood to move 

 OLS regressions on kilometers moved 

 A: Partners lived >50 km 
apart 

 B: Partners lived >50 
km apart 

 C: Only movers  D: Partners lived >50 
km apart, only 
movers 

 Odds 
ratios 

p Nagelkerke 
R2 

 β p Adjusted 
R2 

 Β p Adjusted 
R2 

 β p Adjusted 
R2 

Model 1 1.84 0.000 0.02  42 0.000 0.01  9 0.000 0.00  31 0.000 0.01 
Model 2 1.34 0.000 0.08  26 0.000 0.02  7 0.000 0.00  24 0.000 0.01 
Model 3 1.44 0.000 0.18  27 0.000 0.07  8 0.000 0.13  25 0.000 0.04 
Model 4 1.45 0.000 0.18  27 0.000 0.07  8 0.000 0.13  25 0.000 0.05 
Model 5 1.41 0.000 0.18  28 0.000 0.07  8 0.000 0.13  26 0.000 0.05 
Model 6 1.30 0.000 0.19  23 0.000 0.08  9 0.000 0.13  22 0.000 0.05 
Model 7 1.33 0.000 0.19  24 0.000 0.12  9 0.000 0.15  22 0.000 0.10 

 

Source: Swedish register data, authors’ calculations 



The effect from gender on the likelihood to move when forming a union is 

significant over all models, also when partners live far apart prior to union formation 

(Column A). For the distance moved, we demonstrate that when partners lived far apart 

prior to union formation, the effect from gender is amplified (Column B). Before 

including any mediators, these women on average move 42 kilometers longer than their 

partner. After all mediators are added, about half of this effect is explained, leaving 24 

unexplained extra kilometers moved by the woman. Most of the initially found gender 

differences can be explained by age differences between partners (Column B, Model 2). 

Economic bargaining power is also an important mediator for the found gender 

differences (Column B, Model 6). Even when we only study movers (Column C), women 

on average move longer than men. The proposed mediators however do not explain much 

of the gender differences in distance moved if we only examine movers, indicating that 

the mediators are more important for the likelihood to move at all than for the distance 

moved. For movers that lived far from their partners prior to co-residence (Column D), 

the proposed mediators however are important for understanding why women move over 

longer distances than men, based on how coefficients change over the models.  

 

Differential effects by gender 

To test for the impact of traditional gender ideology on migration at the start of co-

residence, we examined whether local-, family-, and labor market ties have a differential 

effect by gender. If men’s labor market ties are affecting the distance moved more than 

the women’s, this could be an indicator of men’s labor market ties being more important 

than women’s for where the two partners start their co-residential union. Only interaction 



 32

terms that are significant at least at the five percent level are presented in Tables 6 

(Logistic regressions on the likelihood to move) and 7 (OLS regressions on distance 

moved). “Combined effects” include the combined effect of gender and the variable in 

question. Studying this makes it possible to compare the mobility between women and 

men. For “Effect sizes by gender” we shift the reference category so that men are 

compared to men at the baseline category and women are compared to women at the 

baseline. By this, we can see more clearly if the mobility of women and men is affected 

differently by changes in the independent variable. 

For the likelihood to move, we find differential effects by gender for both local-, 

family- and labor market ties (Table 6). Women’s likelihood to move is less affected by 

how long they have lived in their current region of residence than are men’s (“Effect 

sizes by gender”). For women and men that have changed residence during the last three 

years, there are no gender differences in the likelihood to move (“Combined effects”).  

Having children from previous relationships in the household decreases women’s 

propensity to move more than it affects men’s (“Effect sizes by gender”). Also, when 

there are children living in the household, women and men are more or less equally likely 

to move (“Combined effects”). 

Although the interaction term between gender and distance to closest parent 

improves the model fit, the pattern is not that systematic. Women are more likely to move 

than men regardless of distance to parents, except if parents are deceased or not living in 

Sweden - then the likelihood to move for women decreases, whereas it increases for men 
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(“Combined effects”). Hence, there is no systematic pattern of women’s ties to parents 

being a more important predictor for moving than men’s ties to parents.  

 Labor market ties are a stronger predictor for men’s likelihood to move than for 

women’s. Women have a similar likelihood to move regardless of whether they have 

been employed during the last three years whereas men’s likelihood to move decreases if 

they have a strong labor market attachment (“Effect sizes by gender”). Also note that 

among women and men who are not continuously employed, the likelihood to move at 

the start of co-residence is virtually the same (“Combined effects”).  

Results in Table 7 show that men’s labor market ties also affect the distance moved 

more than women’s. This is demonstrated by larger differences in the distance moved by 

employment and enrollment status for men than for women (“Effect sizes by gender”). 



Table 6  
Interaction effects of gender and local ties, family ties, and labor market ties on the likelihood to move at start of co-residence 
in Sweden. Only interactions where the model fit improves on at least the 5% level are presented. Odds ratios.  
 
      Combined  

effects 
 Effect sizes by 

gender 
      Men Women  Men Women
Local ties  Did not change county in last 

three years 
1 1.12  1 1 

  Changed county in last three 
years 

1.34 1.34  1.34 1.20 

        
Family ties Child in household No child in household 1 1.13  1 1 
  Children in household 0.75 0.70  0.75 0.62 
        
 Distance to closest 

parent 
<5 km 1 1.22  1 1 

  5-50km 1.09 1.28  1.09 1.05 
  50 km or longer 1.45 1.54  1.45 1.26 
  Parents deceased or not in 

Sweden 
1.60 1.01  1.60 0.83 

        
Labor market 
ties 

Continuously 
employed the three 
years before co-
residence 

Not continuously employed 1 0.98  1 1 

  Continuously employed 0.83 0.97  0.83 0.99 
 
Source: Swedish register data, authors’ calculations 
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Table 7  
Interaction effects of gender and local ties, family ties, and labor market ties on kilometers moved at start of co-residence in 
Sweden. Only interactions where the model fit improves on at least the 5% level are presented.  Unstandardized coefficients.  
 
      Combined  

effects 
 Effect sizes  

by gender 
      Men Women  Men Wome

n 
Labor market 
ties 

Continuously 
employed the three 
years before living 
together 

Not continuously employed 0 6  0 0 

  Continuously employed -11 -1  -11 -6 
        
 Enrolled in 

education before 
living together 

Not enrolled 0 10  0 0 

    Enrolled 12 15  12 5 
 
Source: Swedish register data, authors’ calculations 



Discussion and concluding remarks 

The findings in this study show that women are more likely to move, and on average 

move over longer distances than men, at the start of co-residence. The pattern is 

especially pronounced if partners lived far apart before they started their co-residential 

union. The most crucial mediator for explaining these gender differences can be found in 

that the man generally is a few years older than the woman in the couple. 

Although the included mediators explain parts of the found gender differences, there 

remain gender differences in both the likelihood to move and the distance moved after 

adjusting for these factors. If partners lived far apart prior to co-residence, half of the 

initial 42 extra kilometers moved for women remains unexplained, and for the overall 

excess distance moved by all women, 8 of the initial 10 kilometers remain unexplained. 

There are hence indications of women systematically adapting more to their partner than 

men at the start of co-residence, and this pattern cannot be completely explained by age 

differences, or by gender differences in local ties, family ties, labor market ties, 

education, occupations, or bargaining power. Furthermore, we find evidence of men’s 

labor market ties having larger impact on the likelihood to move and the distance moved 

than women’s, whereas women’s likelihood to move is more affected by having children 

from previous relationships in the household than men’s likelihood to move. This 

indicates that women’s and men’s traditional spheres also are reflected in migration 

patterns at the start of co-residence. We also find evidence of women’s migration patterns 

being less dependent than men’s on the time they have lived in their county of residence.  

For a few categories, we find no gender differences in the likelihood to move. This is 

the case for women and men who have not been continuously employed during the three 
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years preceding co-residence, who have not been living in the same county for the last 

three years, and for individuals who have children from previous relationships living in 

the household. For all other groups, women are systematically more likely to move, and 

move over longer distances at the start of co-residence.  

Women’s generally higher propensity to move, their longer distance moved, and the 

stronger impact from men’s labor market ties than women’s are all indications that 

couple decisions at the start of co-residence are taken in favor of the man’s career, as is 

commonly found in the literature on family migration (Cooke 2008). Women are 

systematically adapting more to their partner’s career when couples decide on where to 

live, and it is likely that this is what is reflected also in the findings of this study. 

Furthermore, Sweden has a tradition of patrilocal marriage patterns, which is also likely 

to drive our results. An alternative explanation for the gender differences could be that 

women more often are the initiators of co-residence, by moving in with the man or 

moving over longer distances. It has been suggested that women may be driving family 

dynamics more than men (Andersson et al. 2006). For instance, women more often than 

men initiate divorce (Brinig and Allen 2000), and lesbian marriages have a higher union 

dissolution risk than those of gay men (Andersson et al. 2006). In line with women’s 

higher propensity to end a relationship, women may also be keener on initiating co-

residence, which could make them more likely to move to their partner than vice versa.  

This study focused on couples that had a first common child or married in 2008, and 

couples that did not make it to such events are left out. We know that family migration is 

associated with an increased risk for union dissolution (Boyle et al. 2008). This could 

indicate that this study underestimates the distance moved, and the inequality in distance 
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moved. Because moving a long distance to a partner may create tension in the 

relationship and increase the risk for union dissolution, the couples where partners moved 

the longest distance may have dissolved already, before having a chance to appear in our 

data. 

 Furthermore, from the analyses in this study, we can only adjust for children by 

whether an individual has children registered in the household. As a child can only be 

registered with one parent, and most children are registered as living with their mother, 

we underestimate the number of children men have. On the other hand, survey data show 

that also in Sweden the overwhelming majority of children to divorced parents live with a 

single mother (Turunen 2013). However, not adjusting for the presence of children means 

an underestimation of the amount of family ties women have. We have re-run the 

analyses without adjusting for children in the household, to examine if the inclusion of 

this variable risk exaggerating gender differences. The only model where the results 

changed was for the overall likelihood to move. When we do not adjust for women more 

often having children in their household prior to co-residence, no significant gender 

differences on the likelihood to move remain in the final models. This could be because 

we underestimate the amount of family ties women have when we do not adjust for 

women more often having children living in their household. It could however also be an 

indication that we underestimate men’s family ties in previous models, as men may have 

children who live with them a substantial amount of time, although they are not 

registered there. Note however that for all other models, that is, OLS regressions on 

kilometers moved (all and if partners lived more than 50 kilometers apart prior to co-

residence), and logistic regressions on the likelihood to move when partners lived more 
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than 50 kilometers apart prior to co-residence, gender remains an important predictor for 

the likelihood to move and the distance moved, throughout all studied models.  

The topic of migration at the start of co-residence is still underexplored and we do 

not know what consequences these moves have on the moving partner(s) subsequent life. 

It could be that women become disadvantaged from moving these long distances, for 

instance by losing out on place-specific networks and career opportunities. This would be 

in line with propositions in the family migration literature. It could however also be that 

women are moving to a region that benefits them, and adapt easily to the new region of 

residence, perhaps by being good at creating new social networks. Others have argued 

that couples take turns in migration decisions, where the tied mover gets to decide the 

destination of the next move (Pixley 2008). Ideally, migration should be analyzed as 

multiple decisions over the life course rather than observing single geographical moves. 

Furthermore, examining how the risk of union dissolution as well as the woman’s 

economic dependency are associated with inequality in migration distance at the start of 

co-residence would add more depth to the findings from this study.   
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