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Abstract 

During the past four decades, historians and demographers have argued that historic Northwest 

Europe and North America had a unique weak family system characterized by neolocal marriage 

and nuclear family structure. This analysis uses newly available microdata from 97 historical and 

contemporary censuses of 37 countries to evaluate whether the residential behavior of the aged in 

historical Northwest Europe and North America was truly distinctive. The results show that with 

simple controls for agricultural employment and demographic structure, comparable measures of 

the living arrangements of the aged show little systematic difference between nineteenth-century 

Northwest Europe and North America and twentieth-century developing countries. These 

findings cast doubt on the hypothesis that Northwest Europeans and North Americans had an 

exceptional historic pattern of preference for nuclear families. 
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BETWEEN THE LATE NINETEENTH CENTURY and the 1960s, social theorists argued that economic 

development was inversely associated with complex family forms. The idea originated with 

Frédéric Le Play, one of the earliest scholars to undertake empirical analysis of the family. Le 

Play idealized stem families, in which one child remained at home to work on the family farm 

and eventually inherit, thus continuing the family line. In 1872, Le Play wrote that stem families 

were disappearing “among the working class populations subject to the new manufacturing 

system of Western Europe” (Silver 1982: 260). Durkheim (1888) expanded on Le Play’s 

interpretation, stressing the loss of specialized functions of the family and weakening of kin ties 

with the growth of social differentiation (Lamanna 2002: 61). Burgess (1916) generalized the 

theory that the nuclear family emerged as a consequence of industrialization, and by the middle 

of the twentieth century, the idea that simple nuclear families were functionally adapted to 

industrial society became a fundamental tenet of sociological thought (Ogburn 1933; Parsons 

1944). Goode (1963: 6), reflecting this consensus, wrote that “wherever the economic system 

expands through industrialization . . . extended kinship ties weaken, lineage patterns dissolve, 

and a trend toward some form of the conjugal system generally begins to appear.” 

Policy analysts discussing changes in the living arrangements of the aged in the first half 

of the twentieth century similarly stressed the declining importance of agriculture and the rise of 

industrial wage labor. The creators of the Social Security system—the landmark U.S. old age 

support program, adopted in 1936—routinely justified the need for assistance in terms of the 

decline of farming and the flight of the younger generation to cities (Eliot 1961; Clague 1961; 

Brown 1969; Helvering v Davis 301 U.S. 619 [1937]). Mid-twentieth century literature on aging 

frequently raised the same points about agriculture and urbanization to explain the increasing 

tendency for the aged to reside alone (e.g. Burgess 1960; Cowgill 1974; Nimkoff 1962). 

A revisionist paradigm emerged in the 1960s. Laslett and Harrison (1963) discovered that 

only a tenth of households in the seventeenth-century village of Clayworth included extended 
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kin—a fraction almost identical to that reported by the 1961 census of England and Wales. 

Laslett and his colleagues soon demonstrated that Clayworth was not an anomaly; there was 

similar evidence for many other pre-industrial English and Northwest European villages (Laslett 

1965, 1972). Over the next two decades, Laslett and his followers elaborated a theory that 

Northwestern Europe had, from a very early date, a unique family system characterized by 

nuclear family structure and neolocal marriage (Hajnal 1982; Laslett 1983; Reher 1998). Almost 

immediately after Laslett’s earliest publications on the family, historians asserted that nuclear 

families had also been standard in the British North American colonies from the time of earliest 

settlement (Demos 1965; Greven 1966). American social historians were soon among the most 

prominent and enthusiastic supporters of the hypothesis that the nuclear family had predominated 

for centuries in both North America and Northwest Europe (e.g., Hareven 1994, 1996).  

 Proponents of the nuclear family hypothesis argue that that in Northwest Europe and 

North America—especially England and its colonies—adult children ordinarily left their parental 

home and established new households when they married. Many analysts maintain that elderly 

persons only resided with their children in cases of poverty or infirmity, which could force aged 

parents to move into their children’s household (Hareven 1994, 1996; Kertzer 1995; Hammel 

1995; Smith 1979). Advocates of the hypothesis further maintain that these “weak family” 

patterns were unique to Northwest Europe and North America, and that the rest of the world had 

“strong family” systems with much higher levels of intergenerational coresidence (Reher 1998; 

Hartman 2004; Hajnal 1982). This idea of a unique Northwest European family system has been 

seen by some as an essential stimulus for the early development of capitalism and 

industrialization (Macfarlane 1978, 1986, 1987; Cain and McNicoll 1988; Hartman 2004). 

Despite extensive criticism of the methods and measurements used by Laslett and his followers 

(e.g. Berkner 1972, 1975; Ruggles 1987, 1994, 2003), the hypothesis that Northwest European 
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and North American families were exceptional in their preference for nuclear residence remains 

the dominant interpretation (Hartman 2004, Thornton 2005).   

In the literature dealing with the rest of the world, there is some empirical support for the 

thesis that economic development is associated with a decline of family complexity. There is 

clear evidence, for example, of diminished intergenerational coresidence in Japan, Korea, and 

Taiwan, which have experienced dramatic economic growth and development (Martin 1990; 

Hirosima 1997; Hermalin, Ofstedal and Chang, 1992; De Vos and Lee, 1993; Knodel and 

Debavalya 1997; Chattopadhyay and Marsh 1999; Yang 1999). Bongaarts and Zimmer (2002) 

found a country-level cross-sectional relationship between schooling and nuclear family 

structure, suggesting that as educational levels increase, family complexity declines. Some 

comparative survey data also suggests a trend towards independent residence of the aged in 

developing countries (United Nations 2005). Other recent studies, however, suggest that there 

have been no clear trends in coresidence in less-developed countries (Logan, Bian, and Bian 

1998; Bongaarts 2001; Palloni 2001; Knodel and Ofstedal 2002; Ruggles and Heggeness 2008). 

This paper evaluates the case for European and North American exceptionalism in 

nuclear family residence by exploiting a vast collection of newly-available historical and 

contemporary data from 97 censuses of 37 countries around the world between 1850 and 2007. 

My goal is to begin to systematically assess cross-temporal and cross-national variation in the 

living arrangements of the aged.  

The family patterns of the aged are a key indicator for the European exceptionalism 

hypothesis. All things being equal, one would expect that populations with weak nuclear family 

systems and neolocal marriage would have comparatively low residence of aged persons with 

kin or in multigenerational families. By contrast, elderly in strong-family societies in which stem 

families or joint families predominated would be expected to have relatively high coresidence. 

Accordingly, I compare living arrangements of the aged in nineteenth-century Northwest Europe 



 5

and North America to the living arrangements of the aged in both developed countries and 

developing countries in the second half of the twentieth century, with a basic set of controls for 

agricultural employment and demographic conditions.1 

The results suggest that nineteenth-century Northwest Europe and North America were 

not exceptional in their family system and living arrangements. The family patterns in the 

historical data from the supposed weak family areas are generally similar to the family patterns 

in the recent past in countries that are similar with respect to agricultural employment and 

demographic behavior. 

Data 

This study is based on census microdata from three sources. The North Atlantic 

Population Project (NAPP 2006) provided data on from six censuses taken between 1865 and 

1901 in Canada, England and Wales, Norway, Scotland, and Sweden. The Integrated Public Use 

Microdata Series—referred to below as IPUMS-USA—provided data from the U.S. decennial 

censuses of 1850 through 2000, and from the American Community Survey of 2007 (Ruggles et 

al. 2008). The International Integrated Public Use Microdata Series—known as IPUMS-

International—provided data from 76 censuses of 31 countries dating from the period 1960 

through 2002 (Minnesota Population Center 2007).  

All censuses available from these three databases in December 2008 were included in the 

analysis, except for a few with over 4% missing information on family relationships and those 

with inadequate detail on family relationships or employment. For the IPUMS-USA censuses, I 

relied on the one-percent samples available for each census year. In the case of the NAPP and 

IPUMS-International databases, I used an online sampling tool available on the project websites 

to draw 200,000 households from each census, except for a few censuses for which fewer than 
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200,000 households are available. The Appendix describes the basic characteristics of each 

sample. 

Even though the data span great distances of time and space, they provide closely 

comparable information on living arrangements. Both nineteenth-century and more recent 

censuses have generally defined households on the basis of shared meals or a shared physical 

structure. Family compounds in Africa composed of multiple physical dwellings are counted as 

single households, as long as the residents eat together or share common housekeeping, and have 

a single household head. One key variation among censuses is in the enumeration rule: some 

censuses enumerated all persons present in the household on a designated census night (de facto 

rule), and others half enumerated all persons who usually resided in the household (de jure rule). 

The enumeration rule proved to have significant implications for the measurement of 

intergenerational coresidence, as described below.2 

Measures of living arrangements 

Cross-sectional household-level measures of family structure—such as those used by 

Laslett and his followers—are highly sensitive to demographic conditions, and therefore 

inappropriate for comparative analysis of populations with substantially differing demographic 

behavior. In populations characterized by high fertility and mortality, there are relatively few 

elderly persons, and therefore only a small percentage of households have the potential to 

include elderly kin (Ruggles 2003).  In societies that also have late marriage and long 

generations—such as those of historic Northwestern Europe—the potential for multigenerational 

households is especially limited. In many such populations, the average grandchild was born 

when the grandparents were in their mid-60s, and people were likely to die before their 

grandchildren were born or shortly thereafter. Thus, the potential for multigenerational 
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households in pre-industrial Northwestern Europe was sharply constrained (Ruggles 1987, 1994, 

2003). 

If we measure coresidence from the perspective of the aged, we minimize the effects of 

variation in demographic conditions on indicators of family structure. Even in populations where 

few households have the potential to include elderly kin, the great majority of elderly persons 

have the demographic potential to reside with offspring. Nevertheless, demographic conditions 

can affect the living arrangements of elderly people. For example, fertility affects the number of 

options the elderly have to reside with their children, and marriage age affects the duration of 

overlap across multiple generations. Accordingly, although measurement from the perspective of 

the oldest generation greatly reduces the effects of demographic conditions on the potential for 

intergenerational coresidence, when comparing populations with dramatic differences in 

demographic conditions it is important to take these differences into account. 

This analysis uses three measures of living arrangements of the aged, which are described 

in Table 1.  The elderly population is defined as person aged 65 or older.3 Married couples in 

which both partners are aged 65 or older are treated as single observations, since both partners 

share a single living arrangement.  

<Table 1 goes here> 

1. Percent residing with any kin. This measure assesses the percentage of elderly 

individuals and couples residing with any kin other than a spouse, including lateral kin such as 

siblings. The measure has the advantage that it can be consistently applied to virtually any census 

with a question on the relationship of each individual to a household head or reference person, 

even when little detail is available. Moreover, because of its simplicity, this measure poses the 

lowest risk of measurement error. 
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Table 1. Measures of living arrangements of individuals and couples aged 65 or older 

        

        Percent residing with:  

        
                Any kin         Descendants Three generations 

Nineteenth century       

 Britain 62.3  50.2  23.5  

 Nordic Countries 48.7  46.4  14.5  

 North America 73.3  66.4  32.3  

        

Twentieth and twenty-first centuries       

 Latin America 71.8  59.1  33.9  

 Middle East 55.3  47.3  26.2  

 Sub-Saharan Africa 78.1  66.9  46.5  

 East Asia 79.8  69.6  45.9  

 Northwestern Europe 34.4  27.1  11.2  

 Eastern/Southeastern Europe 42.4  38.7  19.1  

 United States 39.7  32.1  12.5  

        

Overall mean 60.7  51.6  28.2  

Standard Deviation 20.1  17.6  14.0  

Number of census samples 96  87  87  
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2. Percent residing with descendants. The second measure focuses on residence with 

descendants, defined as children, children-in-law, or grandchildren of the elderly person or 

couple. This is intended as a broad indicator of intergenerational coresidence, and may capture 

temporary residence with children—including unmarried “boomerang” children—as well as the 

enduring multigenerational families described by Le Play. Because some censuses did not 

identify detailed relationships (e.g., parents, parents-in-law, or grandchildren), I could not 

construct this measure in all cases and had to drop nine censuses, including all samples for 

Kenya and Uganda and older samples from Argentina, Costa Rica, and France.   

3. Percent residing with three generations. The final measure is the percentage of elderly 

individuals and couples residing with both a child (or child-in-law) and a grandchild. This 

indicator is available for the same group of countries as the measure of dependent kin. Residence 

with three generations provides the clearest measure of the multigenerational extended families 

of the sort envisioned by nineteenth- and twentieth-century social theorists. 

As shown in Table 1, the level of the three indicators differs substantially; on average, 

across all samples, over 60% of the aged resided with kin, but just 28% resided with three 

generations. Nevertheless, the regional and chronological patterns are similar across the three 

measures. The lowest coresidence is found in twentieth-century Northwest Europe and the 

United States, and the highest in sub-Saharan Africa and East Asia. The nineteenth-century 

samples from Great Britain, the Nordic Countries, and North America fall between these 

extremes.  

Figures 1 through 3 show the three family measures for each census sample. The NAPP 

datasets for nineteenth-century Britain, Norway, Sweden, and Canada are represented by 

squares, and the IPUMS-USA samples are represented by light circles. IPUMS-International data 

from Latin America, Africa, and Asia appear as triangles, and the post-1960 censuses from 

Europe appear as darker circles.  
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Figure 1. Percent of elderly residing with kin, by year and region 
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Figure 2. Percent of elderly residing with descendants, by year and region 

 



 12

0

20

40

60

1840 1870 1900 1930 1960 1990
Year

P
e
rc

e
n

t 
w

it
h
 t

h
re

e
 g

e
n

e
ra

ti
o

n
s Britain

Nordic Countries

Canada

United States

Latin America

Middle East

Sub-Saharan Africa

East Asia

Northwestern Europe

Eastern/SE Europe

 

Figure 3. Percent of elderly residing with three generations, by year and region 
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<Figures 1 through 3 go here> 

In all three graphs, the countries fall into distinct clusters. The countries of Africa, Asia, 

and Africa have had high coresidence, with the sole exception of Israel, represented by medium-

dark triangles. The European samples taken during the past 50 years have much lower 

coresidence, with the exception of the earliest samples available for Greece. The nineteenth-

century data from the United States and Canada generally fall in the same range as the twentieth-

century data from developing countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, but the nineteenth-

century data from Britain and the Nordic region suggest significantly lower coresidence. The 

United States is the only country with a continuous series of data spanning the entire period, and 

by all measures it shows dramatic declines in coresidence. For example, Figure 1 shows that 

78% of elderly resided with kin in 1850, and such coresidence dropped to a low point of 23% in 

1990.  

Control variables 

To evaluate whether the data provide evidence for a distinctive Northwest European 

family pattern, I assess how the data on family structure in the nineteenth-century census 

samples compares with more recent data on family structure from populations with similar 

economic and demographic characteristics. The variables used to control for these characteristics 

are summarized in Table 2.  

<Table 2 goes here> 

Agricultural employment is of key theoretical importance. The declining role of 

agriculture in the economy was central to the arguments made by Le Play and early twentieth-

century social theorists about the simplification of family structure. Ruggles (2007) argued that 

the decline of agricultural employment among the younger generation was the key determinant 

of the long-run decline in intergenerational coresidence in the United States. Not only did the  
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Table 2. Independent variables 
      

      

Name Mean  Std. Dev. 

      

Agricultural employment Log of % of men aged 18-64 employed in agriculture 2.8  0.9  

Percent elderly Percent of population aged 65 or older 7.3  4.2  

Marital fertility Age-standardized marital fertility ratio  64.8  21.6  

Female marriage age Singulate mean age at marriage for women 23.2  1.7  

Male marriage age Singulate mean age at marriage for men 26.3  1.6  

Unmarried elderly women Percent of 65+ who are women without spouses 44.7  4.5  

Elderly couples Percent of 65+ who are residing with spouse 38.5  4.9  

De jure census De jure census enumeration rule 0.6  0.5  
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traditional family forms depend on agricultural inheritance, but the rise of non-agricultural wage-

labor opportunities also provided the incentives for the younger generation to leave the farm. 

Agricultural employment is one of the few measures of economic development that is closely 

comparable across virtually every census sample. Agricultural employment is measured here as 

the natural log of the percentage of men age 18 to 64 engaged in agricultural work. The log 

transformation is needed to accommodate a curvilinear relationship between agricultural 

employment and the three measures of family composition. 

Percent elderly is a powerful variable that summarizes key elements of the prevailing 

demographic regime. In any population, the percentage of persons aged 65 or older is determined 

mainly by past fertility and mortality. When the percentage of elderly in the population is low, 

the elderly typically have many younger kin available for coresidence. Some demographers have 

proposed an indirect effect of the relative size of the elderly population on coresidence, by 

arguing that a high percentage of elderly may undermine the norm of intergenerational 

coresidence (Levy 1965:49; Kobrin 1976:136; cf. Burch 1967; Ruggles1987). With either 

mechanism, we would expect an inverse relationship between percent elderly and coresidence. 

Marital fertility is intended to control for variation in the opportunity to reside with 

children. In low-fertility populations, the aged have fewer children with whom they can reside, 

and some demographers have suggested that this helps explain the low levels of intergenerational 

coresidence in economically-developed countries (Kobrin 1976; Soldo 1981; Wister and Burch 

1983). There is some evidence, however, that this fertility effect is relatively small. In 

populations where coresidence of the aged is the norm, the likelihood of living with a child 

appears to be relatively insensitive to the number of surviving children (Knodel et al. 2000; 

Smith 1986; Ruggles 1994; see also Elman and Uhlenberg 1995).4 Marital fertility is calculated 

here as the mean number of own-children under age five per married woman age 15 to 49. I used 

direct standardization to control for age structure; the standard population was the average across 
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all census samples of the age distribution of married women (Siegel, Swanson, and Shryock 

2004: 389-390). It should be noted that this is not a pure measure of marital fertility, since the 

own-child fertility ratio is also influenced by infant and child mortality. 

Marriage age is a key determinant of the timing of fertility and affects the availability of 

married children and grandchildren for coresidence. The analysis therefore incorporates the 

singulate mean age at first marriage (SMAM) for each sex following the method described by 

Hajnal (1953). The European marriage pattern famously identified by Hajnal (1965) is readily 

apparent in the census samples from Britain and the Nordic countries (see Appendix). 

I also included measures of the sex and marital status of the elderly themselves. I divided 

the elderly population into three groups: married couples, unmarried women, and unmarried 

men. The sex and marital status of the aged population depends mainly the proportion of each 

sex ever marrying, the differential mortality of men and women, the prevalence of divorce, and 

the proportions of men and women remarrying following widowhood or marital disruption. In 

virtually every population, unmarried women are especially likely to reside with kin, and in 

many populations, unmarried men are the most likely to reside independently. The models 

explicitly include married couples and unmarried women, and unmarried men are the residual 

category. Overall, an average of 44.7% of the cases were unmarried women, 38.4% were married 

couples, and the remainder—just 16.9%—were unmarried men.5  

Finally, I included an indicator to distinguish between de jure and de facto censuses. The 

enumeration rules determine whether the census includes persons present on census night (de 

facto) or persons ordinarily resident in a particular household (de jure). The censuses are split 

between de jure (56%) and de facto (44%), and both enumeration rules were used in every 

period and region under study. This variable did not have a substantial substantive effect on the 

findings of the analysis, but it did significantly improve the fit of the model. 
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Analysis 

I use ordinary least squares regression to control for the effects of variation in 

demographic conditions and agricultural employment on residence with kin. My goal is not to 

assess the statistical significance of each independent variable.6 Demographic and economic 

conditions are clearly related to family composition, but that is not my main point. The real 

purpose of the regression exercise is to evaluate the level of coresidence in each census sample. 

It provides us with a systematic way to assess whether the level of coresidence in a particular 

country is high or low, given the demographic and economic circumstances. Thus, I use the 

regression to predict living arrangements of the aged in each census. I can then compare the 

predicted family structure with the actual family structure in each census, to gauge whether a 

given population has higher or lower elderly coresidence than would be expected, given that 

population’s economic and demographic characteristics.  

Table 3 shows the results of Ordinary Least Squares regressions of agricultural 

employment and demographic conditions on the measures of living arrangements of the aged.  

The models fit well, with adjusted R2 of .81 to .89. As expected, the most consistently powerful 

variables are agricultural employment and percent elderly. Populations with a high percentage of 

agricultural employment tended to have much higher coresidence of the elderly with kin. As 

anticipated, the percent elderly was inversely related with coresidence.  

<Table 3 goes here> 

The other variables were all associated with living arrangements, but not always in the 

expected way. Marital fertility is a case in point. As expected, there is a substantial positive 

bivariate correlation between fertility and coresidence, perhaps because elderly persons with 

many children have greater opportunities to coreside. When we also control for percent elderly, 

however, the relationship between marital fertility and coresidence is inverted. This suggests 

that—controlling for other aspects of the demographic regime—countries with substantial  
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fertility limitation may actually have closer ties between parents and children. Female marriage 

age, as expected, is inversely associated with coresidence, but marriage age for men was 

positively associated with coresidence. Large age gaps between spouses—with early marriage 

for women but comparatively later marriage for men—could be associated with patriarchal 

norms that also encourage coresidence.  The de jure enumeration rule is inversely associated 

with coresidence, suggesting that visiting relatives may account for some intergenerational living 

arrangements. 

Figures 4 through 6 plot the predicted percent of aged in each living arrangement based 

on the equations for each model against the observed percent. In all three graphs, most countries 

cluster closely around the diagonal line, underscoring the finding that a few simple economic and 

demographic indicators effectively predict most variation in coresidence. If historical Northwest 

European and North American families were truly exceptional, we would expect that the 

observed percentage residing with kin would be lower than the percent predicted by the 

regression equation--that is, those countries should fall significantly above the diagonal.   

<Figure 4 goes here> 

Figure 4 shows the observed and predicted coresidence of the elderly with any kin. One 

of the data points for nineteenth-century Britain (represented by dark squares) is touching the 

diagonal, and the other is just above. The three nineteenth-century Nordic data points (shaded 

squares) are slightly above the line, and nineteenth-century Canada (light square) is slightly 

below the line. The symbols for the United States (light circles) are on or above the line. In no 

case is one of the samples from nineteenth-century Northwest Europe or North America an 

outlier; the observed coresidence tends to fall within a few percentage points of the predicted 

coresidence. 
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Figure 4. Observed and Predicted percent of elderly with any kin 
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<Figures 5 and 6 go here>:  

The story is similar for Figure 5, which focuses on coresidence with descendant kin. 

Here, the historical Northwest European counties all fall on or below the diagonal, with the 

exception of the sample for Sweden, which is just above the line. There is somewhat more 

evidence for the hypothesized pattern of historical European exceptionalism in Figure 6, which 

focuses on three generations; in this analysis, almost all the Northwest European and North 

American samples fall slightly above the diagonal, suggesting less coresidence than predicted. 

From a larger perspective, however, even this effect appears fairly trivial. The historical samples 

in Figure 6 are not outliers. There are multiple samples from Latin America, Europe, the Middle 

East, and Asia that are farther above the line than any of the historical Norwest European or 

North American samples. Thus, there is no evidence here for an exceptional weak Northwest 

European family pattern. 

Discussion 

Goody (1996: 17) argued that the sharp distinction drawn by Hajnal (1982) and others 

between the Northwest European family and the rest of the world “overstresses the actual 

differences,” and “the data do not altogether justify such a sharp dichotomy.” The evidence 

presented here reinforces Goody’s interpretation. The living arrangements of the aged in 

nineteenth-century England and Wales, Scotland, Norway, Sweden, Canada, and the United 

States were similar to those of developing countries in the second half of the twentieth century 

that had a similar level of engagement in agriculture and demographic profile.  

This analysis may have implications that go beyond the debate over the Northwest 

European family pattern. A few basic demographic indicators, together with the percentage of 

agricultural employment, proved sufficient to predict most variation in living arrangements of  
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the aged over an extraordinarily diverse collection of countries. This suggests that the effects of 

cultural factors on family structure may not be as great as some analysts have assumed. 

I do not, however, want to overstate the findings. I am not arguing that European families 

were typical in all respects. My purpose is limited to testing the hypothesis that Northwest 

Europe and North America had an exceptional preference for nuclear family structure. Analysts 

such as Hajnal (1982) and Hartman(2004) place at least as much stress on the distinctive 

Northwest European patterns of late marriage and a high proportion remaining unmarried as they 

do on nuclear family structure. As shown in the Appendix, the Northwest Europeans (but not the 

North Americans) did have unusually late marriage in the nineteenth century, and this analysis 

therefore supports that aspect of Northwest European distinctiveness.7 

Most of the revisionist literature inspired by Laslett (1965, 1972), however, has focused 

on family structure rather than marriage age. The new census samples provide nationally-

representative, high-precision statistics that can for the first time place the living arrangements of 

nineteenth-century Northwest Europe and the North America in broad comparative perspective. 

The results of that comparison demand that we think carefully about the prevailing ideas about 

the Northwest European family. Accordingly, the paragraphs that follow explore ways we might 

reconcile the new findings with the theory of Northwest European exceptionalism.  

Some might argue that the cross-sectional measures used here are too crude to detect the 

exceptional character of the Northwest European family. In particular, perhaps Northwest 

Europe and North America really did have a unique system of neolocal marriage, but also had a 

unique system of “nuclear reincorporation” under which large numbers of elderly moved into 

their children’s homes when they became unable to care for themselves (Kertzer 1995). Under 

this scenario, even though the living arrangements of the elderly in nineteenth-century Northwest 

Europe and North America appear similar to those in other parts of the world, they would still be 

distinctive because they were formed when dependent parents moved in with their children, 
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rather than by children remaining in their parental home. The nuclear reincorporation hypothesis, 

however, is unlikely to account for the findings presented here.  Ruggles (2003, 2007) has 

presented evidence contradicting the hypothesis in the United States. Moreover, in nineteenth-

century Canada, England, Norway, Scotland, and Sweden—as in the United States and most 

other countries—most intergenerational families were headed by the older generation.8 This 

makes the nuclear reincorporation hypothesis strained at best. If most intergenerational families 

were formed though reincorporation, we would have to assume that when frail and impoverished 

dependent elders moved in with their children for support, they nevertheless assumed headship 

of the household. 

An alternative defense of the idea of the Northwest European nuclear family system 

could focus on the temporal and geographic limitations of the data analyzed here.  This analysis 

compared data from nineteenth-century Northwest Europe and North America with late 

twentieth century data from around the world. We presently have no observations of non-

Western countries before the mid-twentieth century. Perhaps the less-developed countries of the 

world at some point in the distant past had strong family systems, but by the second half of the 

twentieth century these had weakened to the point that they appear similar to the weak family 

systems of nineteenth-century Northwestern Europe and North America. Such a scenario, 

however, seems unlikely. The best data we have suggests that there has been little change in 

coresidence in the least developed countries during the past several decades (Knodel and 

Ofstedal 2002; Palloni 2001; Ruggles and Heggeness 2008). Accordingly, any weakening of the 

families of the developing world would have had to occur in the mid-twentieth century or earlier. 

Given the general lack of surviving survey or census data for less developed countries prior to 

1950, an argument for a stronger family system in these countries before mid-century can be no 

more than speculative. 
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This analysis also lacks any observations from Northwest Europe before the nineteenth 

century. Laslett, Hajnal, and others originally placed the Northwest European nuclear family 

system in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, whereas the earliest censuses used in this 

analysis date from the mid-nineteenth century. Perhaps Northwest Europe and North America 

had a weak family system in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, but then developed a 

strong family system sometime in the first half on the nineteenth century.  Anderson (1971) 

argued that industrialization and urbanization in Lancashire brought about an increase in 

extended living arrangements, and Ruggles (1987) described a “rise of the extended family” in 

nineteenth century England and America. Ruggles, however, argued that the apparent increase in 

the percentage of households with extended kin was actually just an artifact of demographic 

change; as the proportion of available elderly kin in the population increased, so did the 

percentage of households containing elderly relatives. No one has provided evidence for an 

increase in residence of the aged with their children between the end of the eighteenth century 

and the mid-nineteenth century.9 All things considered, the idea that Europe developed a stronger 

family system after the eighteenth century seems unlikely. 

The simplest interpretation is that the propensity to reside with kin among the aged in 

Northwestern Europe and North America really did not differ systematically from that in the rest 

of the world. In agricultural societies, it makes sense for at least one child to remain at home 

after reaching adulthood. Farmers who reached advanced ages needed help with heavy work, and 

the younger generation eventually inherited the land. Growing commercialization and 

industrialization in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries meant that fewer families had farms in 

Northwest Europe and North America. Moreover, young people were attracted off farms by the 

high wages and independence offered by jobs in large-scale commerce, manufacturing, and 

transportation. Thus, it makes sense that coresidence of the aged began to decline. This 
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argument, of course, is essentially the same as the interpretation proposed by Le Play and the 

early twentieth-century sociologists and policy analysts summarized in the introduction. 
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NOTES 

 
1 It is beyond the scope of this essay to summarize here the large literature on living 

arrangements of the aged in developing and developed countries. For recent discussions of these 

literatures see Bongaarts and Zimmer (2002), Knodel and Ofstedal (2002), Palloni (2001); 

Ruggles and Heggeness (2008); United Nations (2005). There is also significant historical 

literature on living arrangements of the aged; notable contributions include Haber and Gratton 

(1994); Hareven (1994, 1996); Kertzer (1995); Wall (1989, 1995); Ruggles (1996, 2007). 

2 Another potentially important incompatibility is that 14 of the censuses do not include 

residents of large collective units, such as institutions. In most of the affected countries, however,  

few elderly resided in such units, and multivariate analysis revealed no significant difference in 

measures of family composition between the censuses with and without collective households. 

For a more comprehensive discussion of comparability issues, including the official census 

definitions of household in each census, see Ruggles and Heggeness (2008).  

3 Age 65 has the advantage compared with younger thresholds often used for developing 

countries that the overwhelming majority of children of the population aged 65 or older are 

adults, and therefore usually have some choice about where to live. The major liability of the age 

65 threshold is that sample surveys often include too few cases for analysis, but that is not an 

issue with the census microdata samples. Some investigators (e.g. Cowgill and Holmes 1972; 

Holmes and Holmes 1995; Cattell 1989) have suggested that social definitions of old age vary 

from country to country, but in practice there is no realistic alternative to using a fixed age 

threshold for the analysis of living arrangements of the aged. It is not appropriate to measure old 

age relative to expected years remaining, as has sometimes been proposed. Paradoxically, 

populations with early death also tend to have a high frequency of older people with minor 

children still at home; moreover, in such places people often remain in the workforce until very 
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advanced ages. Accordingly, from a behavioral standpoint there seems little justification for 

imposing an earlier threshold for old age in populations that have an earlier age at death.  

4 Moreover, some analysts have argued that the net effects of U.S. fertility decline on 

long-term change in coresidence were negligible (Kramarow 1995; Ruggles 1994, 1996). 

5 As noted, married couples in this analysis are treated as single observations, so theses 

statistics are not directly comparable to the percentage of all elderly persons in each category. 

6 The models would not be well suited to this purpose in any case. The collection of 

available data is not have a random sample of countries. Moreover, the available observations are 

not independent of one another; there are usually multiple observations from the same country or 

the same region, so there may be spatial autocorrelation.  

7 Age at marriage was very late in Norway. Among the twentieth-century developing 

countries included in this analysis, only South Africa had as late marriage as nineteenth-century 

Norway.  The census data also indicate that age at marriage was comparatively late in 

nineteenth-century Canada and Great Britain, and celibacy was also relatively high in all three 

countries.  

8 On headship pattern in the the United States, see Ruggles (2007). Table 4 documents 

headship patterns for intergenerational coresidence in the other nineteenth-century Northwest 

European and North American countries. 

<Table 4 goes here> 

9 In fact, Reher (1998) argues that the weak family system of Northwest Europe was still 

readily detectable at the end of the twentieth century. 



 

Table 4. Percent of households headed by the older generation:

NAPP households with persons aged 65+ residing with adult child,

by sex and marital status of older generation

Canada              Norway Sweden England Scotland
1901 1875 1900 1900 1881 1881

Unmarried men 50.1 55.6 65.8 67.0 63.1 73.0
Unmarried women 28.8 38.8 55.8 57.2 51.3 59.3
Married couples 88.5 85.0 92.8 95.6 96.4 97.2

All 58.9 58.7 75.4 76.7 68.7 74.6
N 56,011 29,825 61,996 50,812 37,560 41,442  
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