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Abstract: We investigate couples’ residential decisions by considering variables 
capturing elements of both partners’ residential biographies and family ties. We 
focus on the family formation stage because decisions made in this stage are rather 
long-term. We are particularly interested in the hometown as individuals have spent 
a great amount of time and an important life phase there. Our research questions 
are: (1) To what extent do people live in their hometown at family formation? (2) 
Which factors infl uence this choice? We consider previous residential experiences, 
social ties, socio-demographic and spatial variables in binary logit regressions. The 
data was collected from a sample of students at TU Dortmund University, their par-
ents, and grandparents. In this paper, the parent couples’ residential location choic-
es are analysed considering family ties to the grandparents. We apply a rigorous 
split half method for internal model validation. Recent research on residential deci-
sions mostly considers either the partners or the life-course or social ties. Due to 
our unique dataset, we include all these factors. This allows us to draw conclusions 
on gendered residential choice. We fi nd the length of residence to be positively and 
number of moves negatively associated with living at the hometown, two factors 
that have not been disentangled in previous research. We could not confi rm the 
often proven male dominance. On the contrary, we found that the female’s family 
ties were more relevant. The hometown has not received the attention it deserves 
to date and has the potential to enrich demographic research and related fi elds. The 
rigorous split half method for internal validation has rarely been undertaken previ-
ously. The results point to the importance of model validation and thus present an 
innovative approach.
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1 Introduction

The importance of the life-course for residential decisions and migration has been 
acknowledged in much previous research. There are various studies on residen-
tial decisions and migration focusing on certain stages of life and key events (Kley 
2009; Feijten 2005), as well as interdependencies between the housing trajectory 
and other life-course trajectories (de Bruijn 1999; Willekens 1991). Fewer studies 
investigate how residential experiences made over the life-course infl uence later 
residential choices (Blaauboer 2011; Feijten et al. 2008). Moreover, there has been 
much more research on moves, their triggers and related destination choices than 
on residential inertia or return migration (except at the international level) and resi-
dential ties, although moves and particularly long-distance migration are relative-
ly rare events. This paper investigates how residential experiences over the life-
course infl uence later residential choices. In particular, we focus on the hometown, 
where most of childhood and adolescence is usually spent and which may have 
great meaning for an individual. We examine to what extent, and under which condi-
tions, the hometown is chosen for residence at the time of family formation. This is 
of particular interest, as the location choice in this phase is made very consciously 
and is considered to be a long-term decision (Thomas et al. 2016: 587; Feijten et al. 
2008: 156). What is more, the location chosen at family formation will be the home-
town for the upcoming generation and may infl uence the future residential location 
choices of that generation, too.

Our research questions are: (1) To what extent do people live in their hometown 
at family formation? (2) Which factors infl uence this choice? We mainly focus on 
variables capturing elements of the residential biography and family ties. 

By hometown we refer to the municipality level. There are some studies reveal-
ing the importance of social ties and life-course factors on international migration 
(Yahirun 2014; Haas/Fokkema 2011; Heering et al. 2004), while other studies look 
at neighbourhood choices (Clark et al. 2017). But less is known about staying at or 
returning to places on a local level. Returning to or staying at a place of residence 
allows for the use of location-specifi c capital built up over the life-course. To a large 
extent this includes social capital in terms of frequent contact with friends and fam-
ily. Family ties in particular can be seen as typically being strong and lasting a whole 
lifetime. Moreover, people may feel emotionally attached to places where they have 
experienced memorable events.

This paper reveals the importance of the hometown, where most of childhood 
and adolescence is spent, for residential decisions at the family formation phase. 
The paper contributes to recent research, as it analyses household residential de-
cisions by considering both partners, which has rarely been done before (notable 
exceptions are Blaauboer et al. 2011 and Løken et al. 2013). This also allows us to 
draw conclusions on gendered residential choice. What is more, we distinguish be-
tween variables capturing elements of (both partners’) residential biographies and 
the infl uences of family ties, which are often neglected in other studies. We focus 
on the local level of municipalities, which has not been the spatial unit of interest 
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in previous studies. Additionally, we apply a rigorous split half method for internal 
validation, which is rarely done in related research.

The paper is structured as follows. The next section deals with the theoretical 
framework and provides a literature review. We discuss the life-course approach, 
draw on the concepts of location-specifi c capital and place attachment, and focus 
on the infl uences of parental residence for their adult children’s residential choices. 
This is followed by a description of the data and method. The results encompass 
descriptive fi ndings and regression models. We also refl ect on the limitations of our 
study. Finally, we discuss theoretical, empirical and methodological conclusions. 

2 Theoretical framework and literature review

2.1 Residential locations and life-course

Following the life-course approach, an individual’s biography1 can be seen as con-
sisting of several trajectories, such as mobility, employment, residential and house-
hold (de Bruijn 1999: 156; Willekens 1991: 19-21). In life-course approaches to resi-
dential choice, two aspects receive the most attention. First, key events and life 
transitions in one trajectory may induce a change in the residential biography, thus a 
residential move. At the same time, the other parallel trajectories restrict residential 
choice (Mulder/Hooimeijer 1999: 163). For instance, a child’s birth, a key event in the 
family and household biography, causes an increased need for living space and may 
trigger a residential move. At the same time, the new residence must be located 
close to the place of work, which means that the residential choice is conditioned by 
the employment biography. Hence, the life-course approach focuses on the inter-
dependencies between different biography trajectories. Second, it is assumed that 
residential experiences over the life-course affect subsequent residential choices 
(Blaauboer 2011: 1646; Feijten et al. 2008: 153-156; van Dam et al. 2002: 467). Our 
study mainly contributes to further understanding the second aspect, which has 
been less studied than the fi rst. 

 2.2 Hometown

The hometown is usually the place where an individual has spent an important life 
phase and a great amount of time, and from where an independent residential biog-
raphy often starts. Regarding this place, we draw on the two theoretical concepts of 
place attachment and location-specifi c capital. These concepts are often discussed 
separately even though they are closely related (Lewicka 2011: 226). 

Location-specifi c capital is understood as “assets that are more valuable in their 
current location than they would be elsewhere” (DaVanzo 1981: 46). Growing up in 

1 We are aware of the conceptual difference between life-course and biography, but here we use 
these terms interchangeably.
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a certain place, children and adolescents build such assets. This primarily refers to 
friendships and family relations (social capital which has a large portion of location-
specifi c capital). But it also includes any kind of local knowledge, such as of the 
local labour market, housing market, or leisure or shopping facilities. Residential 
decision-making within an independent household is usually biased towards the 
hometown, as the greatest assets are located there. These were built in the child-
hood and adolescence and are tied (mostly) to the parents and depend on their past 
residential decisions. Leaving the place of childhood and adolescence often means 
forgoing the benefi ts of proximity to parents and other kin, and the economic and 
social value of hometown networks (Løken et al. 2013: 286). A move to a new place 
can be seen as an investment involving transaction costs, including information 
costs and uncertain outcomes (DaVanzo 1981, 1983). In contrast, moving back to 
or within the hometown may imply faster adjustment after the move, as previous 
activity patterns can be easily re-established. Thus, moving but staying in proximity 
to the hometown also means lower transaction costs.

In contrast to this socio-economic point of view, place attachment deals with 
affect, emotion and feeling (Low/Altman 1992: 4). Psychological processes based 
on individual experiences in places during childhood, adult life or signifi cant events 
in life may create place attachment (Low/Altman 1992: 4). Those individual experi-
ences often involve social interactions with others, e.g. family members, kin, part-
ners, friends, schoolmates, colleagues and neighbours, creating lasting memories 
and linking individuals to places and people.2 Place attachment interrelates with the 
individual’s place identity (Hernandez et al. 2007: 317) and may foster self-esteem, 
self-worth, and self-pride (Low/Altman 1992: 10). Regarding the spatial level, Tuan 
(1975) describes cities as “centers of meaning” (p. 156). He expects cities to be 
very likely targets of attachment, as they are clearly delineated and worth label-
ling (Tuan 1975: 157; Lewicka 2011: 212). Several studies prove a strong place at-
tachment to cities rather than to the intermediate neighbourhood and city district 
level (Hernandez et al. 2007: 317; Hidalgo/Hernandez 2001: 279; Lewicka 2010: 42). 
Both location-specifi c capital (especially social capital) and place attachment are 
mostly built through social interactions. Having resided at a place often (but not 
necessarily) leads to high location-specifi c capital and strong place attachment, as 
evidenced by Bonaiuto et al. (1999: 344-345) and Brown et al. (2003: 268). Thus, 
from an economic and emotional point of view, living in the hometown seems to be 
benefi cial despite possible limitations in the labour market. Nonetheless, there is no 
unidirectional causality, which means that place attachment and location-specifi c 
capital may also lead to a longer length of residence and fewer moves.

2.3 Union formation and residential locations of couples

Union formation (cohabiting or marital) is a signifi cant event in both partners’ resi-
dential biographies. Unions are often formed around the same time as other life 

2 Note that negative experiences may create negative place attachment, too.
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events, e.g. graduating from school, fi rst or new employment, or a child’s birth. 
While it is argued that cohabitation is chosen in uncertain or unstable life situa-
tions with an unclear immediate future, marrying seems to be more strongly associ-
ated with stability and certainty (Guzzo 2006: 402; Duvander 1999: 712-713). From 
this point on, residential decisions are made jointly, depending on the bargaining 
power of both partners. This power depends on socio-economic status, associ-
ated with level of education, employment and age, as well as gender role beliefs 
(Cooke 2008: 172; Smits et al. 2003: 611-612). Research has confi rmed the male 
partner’s dominant bargaining position in residential decisions (Bielby/Bielby 1992: 
1256-1259). Especially dual-earner households face the challenge of residential de-
cisions involving a trade-off between both partners’ employment and income op-
portunities (Smits et al. 2003: 611-612; Abraham et al. 2010: 889). Even though we 
do not mainly focus on the gendered perspective of residential decisions, we briefl y 
introduce bargaining theory here as it helps understand and interpret the decisions 
jointly made by both partners. 

2.4 The birth of a child and residential location at family formation

The birth of a child, especially of the fi rst child, is a signifi cant event in an indi-
vidual’s and couple’s family and household biography and is strongly associated 
with residential decisions (Michielin/Mulder 2008: 2787-2788). With the anticipation 
of a child’s birth, housing requirements often change and residential aspirations 
become more important. Even though residential decisions are always constrained 
by economic circumstances, the housing and labour market and other life-course 
trajectories, the residential decision at family formation is considered to be more 
self-determined, conscious and rather long-term (Thomas et al. 2016: 585; Feijten et 
al. 2008: 156). It is associated with an increased demand for housing space (Lersch 
2014: 141) and home ownership (Beer/Faulkner 2009: 47-48). Requirements regard-
ing the neighbourhood environment may change and lead to a residential decision 
towards a suburban environment (Gerber 2011: 273-274). Social ties, especially to 
the partner’s parents, become more important, as they commonly provide caregiv-
ing (Blaauboer et al. 2011: 608; Michielin/Mulder 2007: 673). Especially dual-earner 
families face the challenge of childcare and employment.

2.5 Adults’ Parents’ residential location

The infl uence of parental residential locations on an adult individual’s residential 
location has been studied widely, mostly by focusing on the geographical distance 
between parents and their adult children. In most studies the units of analysis are 
individuals (Chudnovskaya/Kolk 2017; Kolk 2017; van den Broek et al. 2014; Isengard 
2013; Mulder/van der Meer 2009; Michielin et al. 2008; Michielin/Mulder 2007; Mul-
der/Cooke 2009; Rogerson et al. 2007). Only very few studies have examined the 
residential distance between couples (as the unit of analysis) and both partners’ 
parents (Blaauboer 2011; Løken et al. 2013). Some studies focus on the distance 
between elderly parents and their adult children as a function of the elderly parents’ 
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care needs (Lundholm 2015; Van der Pers et al. 2014; Van der Pers/Mulder 2013; 
Bordone 2009; Malmberg/Pettersson 2007; Hank 2007). Less attention has been 
paid to the role of young parents’ need for childcare, with the exception of Løken et 
al. (2013). Close proximity is a precondition for face-to-face contact and for the pro-
vision of support such as childcare. In line with the hypothesis of male dominance in 
residential choice, it has been shown that heterosexual (married) couples live closer 
to the man’s parents than to the woman’s (Løken et al. 2013: 292; Blaauboer et al. 
2011: 603). Having children increases the proximity to parents (Lawton et al. 1994: 
63; Løken et al. 2013: 302). Generally, this refers to both sets of parents (Blaauboer 
et al. 2011: 604). However, having young children decreases the distance to the fe-
male’s parents, but not to the male’s parents (Blaauboer et al. 2011: 604-607). This 
may mean that couples rely more on the support of the woman’s parents when it 
comes to childcare.

Higher education is associated with greater intergenerational distance (Kolk 
2017: 9, 12; Lawton et al. 1994: 63). For couples, higher education of either part-
ner increases the distance to both sets of parents. Men’s education is found to be 
more relevant than women’s and more relevant for the distance to men’s parents 
(Blaauboer et al. 2011: 604-606; Løken et al. 2013: 302). A higher age of the couple is 
also associated with longer distances. The distance increase is larger to the male’s 
parents than to the female’s parents. This indicates that after an initial dominance of 
the socio-economic position of the male partner, the female’s family ties get more 
important and females seem to gain more bargaining power in residential decision-
making (Blaauboer et al. 2011: 607). Kolk (2017: 6) shows that after the child leaves 
the parental home, distance increases between the parents and the child gradually, 
fl attening out when the child reaches the age of 27. Couples living in an urbanised 
area have been found to be more distant to both parents (Blaauboer et al. 2011: 
606). Couples move farther from their parents living in rural locations than from 
parents living in urban locations3 (Løken et al. 2013: 302). While Lawton et al. (1994: 
63) found that homeowners are more likely to live within a one-hour distance from 
their parents than non-homeowners, Blaauboer et al. (2011: 607) did not fi nd home-
ownership to have a signifi cant effect on the distance to parents.

Considered overall, we expect the following from the literature. Residential loca-
tion choices should be infl uenced by both partners’ residential biography and life 
events, marital status, employment, age, education (and income), the bargaining 
positions of both partners, social and especially family networks. Externally, this 
is constrained by the labour and housing markets (pricing and political conditions).

3 This holds for women and highly educated men.
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3 Data

3.1 Survey design and data collection

The data used in this study was collected through a paper-based questionnaire. The 
survey focus is on daily travel and holiday trips, but rich information on residen-
tial, employment and family biographies was included as well. The information was 
retrospectively collected from a sample of fi rst-year students in spatial planning at 
TU Dortmund University, their parents and grandparents. The data encompasses 
unique information on both the life-course and family members outside the house-
hold, which is not provided by other panel surveys such as SOEP and pairfam.4

First-year students were asked to fi ll out the questionnaire for themselves and, 
if possible, to interview their parents and one maternal and one paternal grandpar-
ent.5 From 2007 onwards, the survey has been carried out every year (Scheiner et 
al. 2014). The data used is in trend form, with retrospectively collected information 
on the life-course. This paper considers the data gathered from 2007 to 2012. In the 
fi rst fi ve years, participation in the survey was compulsory, with a response rate of 
over 90 percent. In 2012, students participated voluntarily (due to a change in the 
examination regulations), and the response rate thus dropped to around 20 percent 
(Döring et al. 2014). See footnote 6 for more information.

3.2 Information collected on residential biographies

The information on the residential biography can be divided into two parts. The 
fi rst part contains the data relevant until setting up a household of one’s own. It 
includes information on the place where childhood and adolescence were mainly 
spent, more precisely the municipality name (free text response), its size (number of 
inhabitants classifi ed in seven categories, self-rated by the respondent) and coun-
try. It is important to highlight that the respondents had to defi ne this place subjec-
tively. Thus it is unclear what age the respondent was when they lived there, how 
long they lived there and which other characteristics the place had. In the interest of 
simplifi cation, the main location of childhood and adolescence is hereafter referred 

4 SOEP (German Socio-Economic Panel) does not provide information on family members out-
side the household. Pairfam (Panel Analysis of Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics) 
does not encompass such rich information on the residential biography of the couples’ parents. 

5 The students were asked to choose the grandparent to be interviewed by applying the last-
birthday method. We nevertheless expect the interviewed family members to be biased to-
wards married and younger parents and grandparents, who live closer to the student and to 
whom the student feels more emotionally tied. Hence, there should be selection bias in the data 
we use towards those members of a generation whom the student feels more emotionally tied 
to. These ties are, however, not directly relevant, as our analysis considers the ties between par-
ents and grandparents. What is more, the events our study refers to happened decades prior 
to the data collection. Nontheless, there may be bias to the extent the students‘ ties depend 
on ties between parents and grandparents, and affect the sample selection. This may lead to 
slightly overestimated family tie effects.
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to as the hometown. Moreover, the place of birth, the number of moves in child-
hood and adolescence and the main person(s) with whom a respondent grew up 
are recorded. 

The second part starts from the last residential location before setting up a 
household of one’s own and ends at the time of data collection. For a maximum of 
12 residences, the year of relocation, the municipality name and municipality size 
are gathered, along with other attributes not relevant here.

3.3 Sample

The dataset contains information on 960 families. Each family consists of up to fi ve 
persons from up to three generations. The youngest generation in the dataset is 
represented by students (954 individuals). The middle generation encompasses 926 
females and 861 males. The oldest generation is made up of 812 females and 482 
males6 (Döring et al. 2014).

In this paper, the analysis is limited to the family formation phase. The units of 
analysis are couples of the middle generation, as most of the students have not 
yet reached the family formation stage. Hereafter they are referred to as the cou-
ple (cohabitating or married), female/male partners or just females and males. The 
family ties included in the analysis refer to ties between the middle generation and 
the oldest generation, hereafter referred to as the couples’ parents (i.e. students’ 
grandparents). On average, the investigation period is the late 1980s, when the mid-
dle generation started a family.

The females are born in 1959 on average (std. dev. 4.8), the males in 1956 (std. 
dev. 5.8). The couples’ parents’ average year of birth is 1931 (std. dev. 7.0), with 
mothers and the females’ parents being slightly younger. A descriptive analysis of 
sociodemographics shows differences from the national averages in age distribu-
tion, level of education and nationality. These deviations could be attributed to the 
survey design, which defi nes the sample based on the students. However, despite 
these differences, general social developments in German society such as the ex-
pansion of education, barriers in the educational system and increasing female par-
ticipation in the labour force can also be observed in the dataset (Döring et al. 2014). 
Due to the survey design, the respondents’ residential locations are biased towards 
the Ruhr Area (and North Rhine-Westphalia) compared to the German population. 
The Ruhr Area is characterised by high population density, accessibility, a high den-
sity of educational facilities, large job and housing markets which may increase the 
likelihood of staying in the place of origin compared to more remote regions. For 
this region, our dataset shows characteristic residential biographies.7 Even though 

6 88 percent of all participating students interviewed both parents, 8 percent interviewed only 
their mother, 2 percent only their father and 2 percent did not interview any parent. 58 percent 
of the students interviewed two grandparents, 20 percent interviewed one grandparent, and 
23 percent did not interview any grandparent.

7 Encompassing flight and displacement from today’s Poland during WWII and labour migration 
in the subsequent decades.
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it is not representative of the German population as a whole, it covers a large popu-
lation in a highly populated region. 

4 Method

4.1 Logistic regression and split half method

We use logistic regression models to estimate the following two dependent vari-
ables:

a) Couple lives in female’s hometown at family formation (yes=1/no=0)
b) Couple lives in male’s hometown at family formation (yes=1/no=0)

For model validation, we rigidly apply the split half method. For this purpose, 
the sample is randomly divided into two halves based on the families at the begin-
ning of the project (n = 480 families for each sample). The fi nal model presented is 
developed with one half of the sample (training sample, trained model) as a result 
of an iterative process. The second half of the sample is used to test the previously 
developed model (validation sample, validation model).

In the social sciences, this approach is not widely used. It is more common prac-
tice to develop a model step by step, adjusting it to the data used. As the model 
building process is often not accurately documented, it remains unclear whether 
the model presented was strictly derived from the theory or was chosen out of a 
great number of model variations. Models may vary by the way the included varia-
bles were processed in advance, the type and set of independent variables or other 
model specifi cations. Researchers may tend to choose the model which confi rms 
their hypotheses or/and allow model building to be strongly driven by data. Such 
procedures are statistically incorrect (if not validated with an independent sample), 
and may lead to a signifi cance bias in published results (Arlot/Celisse 2010; Steyer-
berg et al. 2001; Snee 1977: 420). We present the trained models (see Models A in 
Table 3 and Table 4) and validation models (see Models B in Table 3 and Table 4) for 
each of the abovementioned dependent variables. 

4.2 Variables

As noted above, the unit of analysis is the couple and thus information on both part-
ners is required. Moreover, both partners’ parents’ residential locations are includ-
ed, so only cases with one female’s parent and one male’s parent are considered in 
the analyses. This reduces the number of cases from 960 to 317 (169 in the training 
sample and 148 in the validation sample). The strong reduction is mainly due to 
deceased or otherwise inaccessible grandparents and (to a lesser extent) parents.

Identifying joint children
Most of the couples in the dataset have joint children (at least the student who in-
terviewed them). Some of them formed their union later in life, e.g. in a second mar-
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riage after having children with other partners. Each respondent individually stated 
their number of children and year of birth. We used this information combined with 
the years of marriages and divorces to identify whether the couple has joint children 
and when they were born. This ensured that both partners were linked in a particu-
lar point in time and that the event of a child’s birth appeared in both partners’ lives 
at the same time.

Defi ning the family formation phase
Defi ning a point in time as the family formation phase is not as easy as it seems. We 
carried out descriptive analyses on the number of moves and length of residence in 
relation to the fi rst joint child’s birth. Relocations are most commonly made in the 
year of the fi rst joint child’s birth or shortly before, rather than after, the fi rst joint 
child’s birth. The number of moves decreases rapidly after the fi rst child’s birth. 
Similar results are found by Michielin/Mulder (2008) and Kulu (2008). Households 
with small children (up to the age of 7 years) on average remain in the place of 
residence more than 10 years after a relocation, which is rather long compared to 
moves made without children and with older children. Similar results have been 
found by Feijten et al. (2008: 153-155). Combining these results, we defi ne the fam-
ily formation phase as a point in time two years after the fi rst joint child’s birth. We 
assume that by this time most households have relocated as they have adapted to a 
child’s birth and stay at the location they have moved to for a long period. Further-
more, a two-year-old infant needs intensive childcare, which can be provided by 
family members outside the household.

Identifying joint households and residential location
A couple with a two-year-old joint child does not necessarily live in a joint house-
hold. Unfortunately, there is no information on household size and composition in 
the residential biographies collected. We assume that two non-divorced partners 
stating the same municipality lived in the same joint household.8 In case a residen-
tial relocation was carried out in the year of family formation, the location to which 
the household moved is defi ned as the location at family formation.

Out of 317 cases, 290 couples are identifi ed as having at least one joint child and 
living in the same household two years after their fi rst joint child was born (158 in 
the training sample and 132 in the validation sample).

Coding the residential locations
The respondents stated a great number of different locations that required coding. 
This was undertaken within the Federal Republic of Germany at the municipality 
level using the territorial status of 31 March 2011 and the 12-digit offi cial municipal-
ity key (Regionalschlüssel) from the Federal Statistical Offi ce. Places abroad were 

8 This can be further supported by correlations between two partners‘ attributes of residential 
location (location within the municipality and location within the municipality district).
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coded as far as possible on the NUTS-3-level. The dependent variables were cre-
ated based on the coded places. 

Variables on residential biography
Residential biography infl uences can have multiple facets. We basically consider 
the length of residence in the hometown and the number of moves made in the 
past. We calculated the respondent’s length of residence in their own hometown 
(Table 1; L4, L7 and L10, L13). In addition, we consider the respondent’s length of 
residence in their partner’s hometown (L5, L6; L8 L11, L12, L14) as we assume both 
partners’ place attachment and location-specifi c capital are taken into account in 
the couple’s residential location choice. We are aware that length of residence does 
not directly measure place attachment and location-specifi c capital. We rather use 
these two theoretical concepts to interpret and understand the found effects. As 
stated in Section 2.2, we expect direct links between place attachment and location-
specifi c capital on the one hand, and length of residence on the other.

The length of residence9 in the hometown over the whole life-course until fam-
ily formation (L4, L5, L10, L11) is comprised of the length of residence until setting 
up a household of one’s own (L6, L12) and the length of residence from setting up 
a household of one’s own until family formation (L7, L8, L13, L14),10 as residential 
decisions are made differently in these two time periods (dependent on parental de-
cisions vs. independently with a household of one’s own). The respondent’s length 
of residence in their hometown until setting up an independent household is not 
included in the analyses, and thus not listed in Table 1 as these variables show low 
variances. The corresponding partner’s variables (L6 and L12) are strongly associ-
ated with the couple growing up in the same hometown. As described above, less 
information has been collected on the respondents’ residential biographies before 
they set up an independent household. However, due to the survey design some 
of this information can be reconstructed using the complementary information of 
the parents as they shared a household with their child during this time period. The 
procedure and the quality of the reconstructed data are addressed in Albrecht et 
al. (2017).11

9 We calculated the absolute length of residence in years. We also tested the relative length of 
residence by calculating the share of the years spent in the hometown of all years possible (i.e. 
the age at family formation, the age at setting up a household of one’s own and the years from 
setting up a household of one’s own until family formation.

10 L4 = female’s length of residence in female’s hometown (not in Table 1) + L7
 L5 = L6 + L8
 L10 = male’s length of residence in male’s hometown (not in Table 1) + L13
 L11 = L12 + L14
11 The minimum number of years spent in the own hometown (L4 and L10) is zero, which may be 

surprising. This is due to the complementary data used for the reconstruction and applies only 
to very few cases.
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The number of moves (L15, L16) is generally associated with a higher probability 
of having moved to another place and the gained ability of dealing with new circum-
stances after a move.

Family tie variable
All respondents were asked to state with whom they predominantly grew up. We 
assume family ties between the respondents and their parents even in cases where 
respondents did not state that they predominantly grew up with the parent who 
participated in the questionnaire. This refers to a very small number of cases (4 out 
of 290 both for the females and males). 

The parents mostly (still) live in the respondent’s hometown (86 percent of the 
female’s parents and 88 percent of the male’s parents). In some cases, parents-in-
law live in a respondent’s hometown. The vast majority of these cases also have 
their own parents living in the same place. Hence, we created one variable consider-
ing both partners’ parents (L17, L18). It should be noted that the variable “female’s 
and male’s parents live in female’s hometown” (L17) is related to the male’s length 
of residence in the female’s hometown until setting up a household of his own (L6). 
Conversely, the variable “female’s and male’s parents live in male’s hometown” 
(L18) is related to the female’s length of residence in the male’s hometown until set-
ting up a household of her own (L12).

Socio-demographic variables
The age and level of education strongly correlate between both partners. Hence, 
we merge both partners’ information into one variable for a couple’s average age 
and maximum level of education (L19 and L20). We expect age to have a negative 
effect on living in someone’s hometown, as it implies having more time for moving 
to another place. It may also be linked to a more advanced occupational career and 
thus more moves made for job reasons.

Respondents with high levels of education are more likely to relocate for job 
reasons due to the highly specialised labour market, and thus they are less likely to 
live in their own or their partners’ hometown.12

Spatial variable
Due to the small number of cases, the original seven categories of the hometown 
population size are summarised into three according to municipality population 
types by BBSR (2015). We assume growing up in a major municipality leads to a 
higher probability of living there at a later life phase, as short-distance moves do not 
involve leaving the municipality due to its larger area. Please note that municipality 
size is associated with greater labour market access and a tighter housing market.

12 Note that level of education is measured at the time of the survey and not at family formation.
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5 Results

5.1 Descriptive Results

Before answering the research questions, we introduce some fi ndings which help 
us interpret and contextualise the follow-up results.

The following descriptive results cover the entire sample (training and validation 
sample). Females set up an independent household at the age of 21 (std. dev. 3) and 
males at 23 (std. dev. 4). Compared to the German population in the same cohort, 
this is slightly younger (Hullen 1998). As mentioned above, the time of investiga-
tion is around 1989 (std. dev. 3, range 1972 to 1995), when the couple formed a 
family (two years after the fi rst joint child’s birth). At this time, the couple is around 
30 years old (std. dev. 4, range 21 to 41), females are on average 2 years younger 
than their partners. 2 percent of the females and 7 percent of the males stated that 
they did not set up an independent household until family formation, i.e. they were 
probably living in the parental home. The others moved twice on average before 
they resided at the location where they formed a family. About a quarter stated that 
they formed a family at the fi rst location they moved to with an independent house-
hold. At the time of investigation, on average the female’s parents are 58 years old 
whereas the male’s parents are 60. 

Table 2 shows the results for answers to the fi rst research question. 181 out of 
270 couples (67 percent) live in the hometown of at least one partner. 137 of all 
couples live in the female’s hometown and 146 live in the male’s hometown. 51 per-
cent (N=138) of the couples face a potential location confl ict as they have different 
hometowns (see Table 2). A similar number of married couples with their parents in 
different municipalities is stated in Løken et al. (2013). 43 percent of these do not live 
in the hometown of either of the partners. For those living in the hometown of one 
of the partners, the male’s hometown is more likely to be chosen (32 percent com-
pared to 25 percent). Again, this result resembles other studies (Løken et al. 2013: 
295; Blaauboer et al. 2011). Couples with the same hometown are less likely to live 
in neither of the partner’s hometowns (23 compared to 43 percent). 

 Seven percent of the females (N=21) and 10 percent of the males (N=27) state 
Dortmund as their hometown. 66 percent (females N=186 and males N=182) call 
another municipality in North Rhine-Westphalia their home. 18 percent of the fe-
males (N=52) and 16 percent of the males (N=45) grew up elsewhere in (mostly 
former West) Germany and 8 percent (females and males) abroad. The shares of 
the couples who live in either the female’s or male’s hometown are the highest for 
Dortmund, followed by elsewhere in North Rhine Westphalia. The shares for other 
municipalities in Germany and places abroad are comparably low. This result is due 
to the sampling of students in Dortmund. 



Residential Location Choices of Couples ...    • 121

5.2 Models

To answer the second research question, we show the results of logistic regression 
models. Building and choosing the fi nal models was challenging for several rea-
sons. The sample size shrank enormously from 480 (each sample) to 158 (training 
sample) and 132 (validation sample). When testing multiple independent variables, 
the sample size fell below 100 cases. Moreover, the independent variables highly 
correlate with each other. This applies to various variables of the same respond-
ent (e.g. age at family formation and level of education) and to the same variables 
measured for respondents and their partners (e.g. level of education or length of 
residence). In this case, including numerous independent variables led to low mod-
el stability. Consequently, high priority is given to model parsimony and stability. 
Hence, in the following, we show several parsimonious models (rather than one 
comprehensive model).13

All models in Table 3 and Table 4 were developed with the training sample (Mod-
els A) and tested afterwards with the validation sample (Models B).14 For the vali-
dation model, the results of the signifi cance tests are presented without showing 
Exp(B), as all models (except Model 7 in Table 3) indicate the effect in the same 
direction as the training models. All signifi cance tests were carried out one-tailed as 

couple lives in male’s hometown
at family formation

no yes Total

couple has different hometowns

couple lives in female’s hometown 
at family formation

no Count / % 59 / 43 44 / 32 103 / 75
yes Count / % 35 / 25 - / - 35 / 25

Total Count / % 94 / 68 44 / 32 138 / 100
couple has the same hometown

couple lives in female’s hometown 
at family formation

no Count / % 30 / 23 - / - 30 / 23
yes Count / % - / - 102 / 77 102 / 77

Total Count / % 30 / 23 102 / 77 132 / 100
Total

couple lives in female’s hometown 
at family formation

no Count / % 89 / 33 44 / 16 133 / 49
yes Count / % 35 / 13 102 / 38 137 / 51*

Total Count / % 124 / 46 146 / 54* 270 / 100

Tab. 2: Couples with different/same hometowns and living in the female’s/
male’s hometown (training and validation sample)

* Please note that the percentages do not match with Table 1, as this table shows the numbers for 
the entire sample (traning and validation sample) and Table 1 only for the training sample.

Source: Own calculations based on the Intergenerational Mobility Biographies Dortmund (VPL 2013) 
dataset

13 Please note that we use pooled data from six waves of a trend survey. We do not include the 
year of data collection as a control variable as there was no signifi cant effect of the year of sur-
vey on our outcome. What is more, the Kruskal-Wallis test does not show statistically signifi cant 
differences between the years in any variable.

14 Models with the whole sample size will be provided by the authors on request.
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all hypotheses (derived from the literature and theoretical framework) were formu-
lated in a one-sided manner (see Table 3 and Table 4, column sig. test). Considering 
the small sample size, we reject the H0 hypotheses up to p < 0.1.

 Please note that results on gendered aspects are obtained by comparing the 
models for females and models for males and the males’ and females’ variables 
included in the models.

Residential biography
We started building the models with both partners’ lengths of residence in their 
hometown until family formation (see Table 3 and Table 4, Models 1) as we expect 
residential biographies to be very inert. The effects are in the expected direction 
(+) and roughly equal in size. The longer both partners lived in the female’s/male’s 
hometown, the more likely the couple was to live in the female’s/male’s hometown 
at family formation. Even though only two independent variables are included in the 
models, the pseudo-R² are quite high. This indicates strong bonds to the hometown 
over the life-course. The model fi t of the model for females (Model 1 in Table 3) is 
higher than of the model for males (Model 1 in Table 4). 

Next, we replaced the total length of residence in the hometown with the length 
of residence at this place until and from setting up a household of one’s own (Mod-
els 2 in Table 3 and Table 4). In the models for females, the female’s and male’s 
length of residence from setting up a household are signifi cant (Model 2a and 2b 
in Table 3). In the model for males, only the female’s length of residence from set-
ting up a household shows a signifi cant effect in the training and validation models 
(Model 2a and 2b in Table 4). It is important to note that the details on one partner’s 
length of residence in the other’s hometown are unclear. Due to the questionnaire 
design, it is not clear from the reported moves whether the partner moved to this 
place with an independent household (for example for work or educational reasons) 
and met their partner later, or the partner moved there in order to form a union with 
the other. But we can draw some conclusions from the stated reasons for reloca-
tion. These indicate that females are slightly more likely to move for partnership 
reasons.15 Yet the male’s place attachment and location-specifi c capital may de-
pend on the length of residence at that place, as the male’s variable almost achieves 
signifi cance in the validation model (Model 2b in Table 4), and shows signifi cance in 
all follow-up models. From the training models, it appears that for a couple living in 
the male’s hometown, the female’s length of residence at that place until setting up 

15 20 percent of both males and females state a child‘s birth as the reason to move. Other com-
monly reported reasons are partnership (marriage or cohabitation), homeownership and in-
creased demand for housing space, which seem appropriate for the family formation phase. 
Females state partnership reasons more often (25 percent compared to male’s 19 percent), 
whereas males report homeownership reasons more often (17 percent compared to female’s 
13 percent). Furthermore, the results indicate that males not living in their hometown are less 
likely to report partnership reasons than the same females. This may hint that females are more 
likely to be tied movers. It must be noted that a couple’s move may be reported with different 
reasons by the female and the male partner. Social desirability bias may be relevant in this con-
text as well.
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an independent household is insignifi cant (model 2a in Table 4), while the male’s is 
signifi cant for living in the female’s hometown (model 2a in Table 3). This would sup-
port the idea of a male-dominant bargaining position in the household’s residential 
decision-making process. But this interpretation is not supported by the validation 
models (models 2b in Table 3 and in Table 4), which show divergent signifi cance 
compared to the trained models. This points to the importance of the split-half ap-
proach.

The model fi ts of Models 2 are 0.1 higher than those of Models 1. This indicates 
that the differentiation between lengths of residence in different life phases is rea-
sonable. We take this as a basic model (Model 2) to introduce one variable at a time 
(Models 3 to 7).

The number of moves from setting up an independent household is found to 
have a signifi cant effect for both males and females (Models 3a in Table 3 and in Ta-
ble 4) and is confi rmed in the validation models (Models 3b Table 3 and in Table 4).16 
The effect is as expected. The more moves the female has made, the less likely it is 
that the couple lives in her hometown (Model 3 in Table 3). The same applies to the 
models of males using the male’s number of moves (Model 3 in Table 4).17 Although 
the number of moves and the length of residence in the hometown from setting up 
a household of one’s own weakly correlate with each other,18 length of residence 
remains signifi cant in Models 3 (compared to Models 2). This suggests two distinct 
effects from the length of residence and the number of moves. Moves seem to 
weaken the tie to the hometown. Experiencing and coping with moves may increase 
confi dence in being able to deal with future moves, leading to new residential loca-
tions outside the hometown. 

Family ties
In order to consider family ties, the variable on whether the female’s and male’s 
parents live in the female’s/male’s hometown was included. It is signifi cant in both 
trained models (Models 4a in Table 3 and in Table 4) but is only confi rmed in the 
model for males (Model 4b in Table 4). The female’s family ties seem to have an 
infl uence on couples living in the male’s hometown, whereas no signifi cant effect 
of the male’s family ties is shown for living in the female’s hometown. This sug-
gests that the female’s family ties are more important at the family formation stage, 
perhaps because the female’s parents are more likely to be trusted with childcare. 
Adding these variables to the models leads to insignifi cant (and reverse) effects of 
the length of residence until setting up a household of one’s own. As mentioned be-
fore, this is due to a high correlation of these two variables. Basically, the question-
naire used allows us to distinguish between the hometown (where the childhood 

16 The number of moves was tested as a categorical variable to investigate how many moves mat-
ter. Due to the small number of cases which are unevenly distributed in categories and unclear 
results, the number of moves was not implemented as a categorical variable.

17 The partner’s number of moves is not tested as there are no expected effects.
18 This is only signifi cant for the male’s variables.
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and adolescence was predominantly spent) and the parents’ residential location, 
but in most cases the data collected show the same place for both. Although the 
question of how people make residential choices when their parents have left their 
hometown may be of interest, it cannot be answered here due to the small number 
of such cases in the dataset. 

Age
In line with the hypotheses, the couple’s average age at family formation19 has a 
negative signifi cant effect in all four models (Models 5a and 5b in Table 3 and in Ta-
ble 4). The older the couple is at family formation, the less likely it is that they live in 
the female’s or male’s hometown. This result fi ts the effects shown for the number 
of moves (Models 3). It may be related to the more advanced occupational career of 
older couples who have previously moved away from their hometown for job rea-
sons. It may also point to a smaller need for family support as an older couple might 
be more (fi nancially) independent.

Education
It could be assumed that age refl ects another effect. People with a high level of edu-
cation tend to be older at the birth of their child(ren) and are more likely to have left 
their hometown for educational or employment reasons. This interpretation, how-
ever, is not likely, as we tested the level of education at the couple level. Holding at 
least one university entrance qualifi cation20 indicates an infl uence in the expected 
direction, but reaches signifi cance only in the trained model for males (Model 6a in 
Table 4). This is somewhat surprising, as we would expect highly skilled labour to 
need to move in order to meet labour market requirements.

Hometown population size
An interesting result is observed for the hometown population size. The trained 
models (Models 7a in Table 3 and in Table 4) indicate that growing up in medium-
sized municipalities (20,000 to 100,000 inhabitants) leads to a higher probability of 
living there at family formation (compared to growing up in bigger municipalities). 
This is surprising and does not confi rm the hypothesis. This is even more surprising 
as Dortmund has a population size of about 600,000 and thus falls into the category 
of the biggest population size. We would expect the results to be biased towards 
growing up in Dortmund, leading to a higher probability of couples living there. 
In the females’ model, the effects reverse and thus support the hypothesis – even 

19 We tried to include both partners’ ages, the age difference between partners and young age 
(here: the youngest 25 and 10 percent of couples), but none of these variables showed signifi -
cant and stable effects.

20 We attempted to include various variables such as level of education (categorical) for each 
partner, each partner’s university degree and one partner being more highly qualifi ed in the 
analyses. The variable “couple holds at least one university entrance qualifi cation” appeared to 
be the most stable.
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though they are not signifi cant.21 In the males’ model, the effects point in the same 
(positive) direction as those in the initial model (also not signifi cant). Overall, we fail 
to reject the H0 hypotheses. One possible explanation is the infl uence of housing 
prices at the time or a strong wish for homeownership which could not be fulfi lled 
through residence in a large municipality such as Dortmund. It could also indicate 
suburbanisation and families preferring smaller and less industrial municipalities 
due to the more child-friendly environment, especially at the time of family founda-
tion for the data in question, which was around 1990.22

All follow-up models (Models 3 to 7) show slightly higher pseudo-R² (higher in-
crease in the models for males). All models for females show higher model fi t than 
models for males (except for percentage correctly predicted in Model 2a). Thus, 
females’ residential decisions are more predictable than males’.

The model accuracies of the validation models are all greater than those of the 
corresponding trained models. The -2LL decreases in all models compared to the 
basic model indicate that the additionally added variable in every model has addi-
tional explanatory power. 

The signifi cances of the length of residence variables vary slightly between the 
models, but stay roughly at the same level as in the basic model. These seem to be 
stable effects in all model variations.

Comparing the female’s and male’s lengths of residence from setting up a house-
hold of one’s own among all models (Models F and M), the female’s variable shows 
a stronger effect. On the one hand, this could speak against the male dominance 
hypotheses. On the other hand, it has to be noted that it is unclear which partner 
moved to form a union. 

5.3 Bias and Missing Information

Several factors could not be considered in our analysis due to the questionnaire de-
sign or small numbers of cases. As mentioned above, we could not provide deeper 
insight into the event of union formation. It is uncertain which of the partners moved 
(both, only female, only male), where they lived when they started a relationship, 
and how long they have been a couple. We did not collect data on marital status, 
as we found that the vast majority of the couples were married and the variable 
thus did not show enough variance. We did not consider the couple’s employment. 
It was not clear for the respondents whether maternity leave should be stated in 
the questionnaire. This mostly applies to the females and makes it impossible to 
identify dual-earner households for the time of family formation. We did not analyse 
the chronology, timing and sequences of other life events, which would be of great 

21 We assume that the deviating results in both samples are caused by signifi cantly different vari-
ances of one covariate and multicollinearity.

22 Due to the characteristics of the Ruhr Area (see Section 3.3.) we would expect a positive effect 
of the Ruhr Area on living in one of the partner‘s hometowns. Unfortunately, the survey design 
does provide a distinction between different regions.
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interest, but could not be considered due to the questionnaire design and number 
of cases. We also did not have any information on income. As described above, the 
residential locations are biased towards the Ruhr Area, a highly populated, polycen-
tric metropolitan region. As such, it has a large labour and housing market, a wide 
range of educational facilities and high transport accessibility.

6 Conclusions

This paper studied residential location choices with respect to two questions.
1.) To what extent do people live in their hometown at family formation? We 

found that one-third of all couples live in neither of the partners’ hometowns. More 
than half of the others live in both partners’ hometown. If the couple lives in only 
one partner’s hometown, it is more likely to be the male’s hometown.

2.) Which factors infl uence the choice of the hometown at family formation? The 
results show the high relevance of the life-course perspective. People maintain a 
strong bond to their hometown over the life-course. They are very inert, even over 
generations. The results provide evidence that the length of residence and number 
of moves have distinct and signifi cant effects, which have not been untangled in 
previous research. This suggests that place attachment and location-specifi c capital 
increase with length of residence and decrease with the number of moves, although 
we do not have direct evidence on emotional and economic ties. We conclude that 
more attention should be paid to life-course infl uences (e.g. places of origin or child-
hood roots) in demographic research. This may be relevant for other disciplines as 
well, such as the social sciences or even transport research. Transport research 
places much emphasis on the residential environment (e.g., urban/suburban/rural), 
but neglects ties to particular places whose relevance emerges from the life-course 
and from social networks, although the social networks have gained importance 
in the fi eld in recent years (Kim et al. 2018). We believe that this perspective could 
enrich discussions in this fi eld.

What is more, age at family formation is negatively associated with living in the 
hometown. This may indicate more advanced occupational careers, higher levels of 
independence and less need for family support.

The infl uence of the level of education and municipality size cannot be identi-
fi ed. We assume that this is due to the study region, the Ruhr Area. In a polycentric 
metropolitan region with very high accessibility, it may be possible to stay in the 
hometown and still make use of higher education facilities and a large labour market 
within commuting distance. 

From a gendered perspective, on the one hand, living in the female’s hometown 
seems to be more pre-determined and less likely. On the other hand, the female’s 
experience with places of residence has a stronger infl uence on a couple’s residen-
tial choice. We do not fi nd clear evidence of the often-discussed male dominance on 
residential location choice despite the fi nding that couples more frequently choose 
the male partner’s place of childhood than the female partner’s. Regarding this, 
we need to keep in mind that the respondents in our dataset are highly educated 
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and mostly from an urban region and may therefore have less traditional lifestyles. 
Another contributing reason may be the investigated life stage. Previous research 
found the residential location in this life stage was more strongly dominated by fe-
males. We confi rm that the female’s parents’ residential location is more important 
than the male’s, proving women’s strong family ties at family formation. 

It is of further research interest how place attachment, location-specifi c capital 
and social ties interact and infl uence residential location choices. These concepts 
have been neither theoretically brought together and conceptualised nor empiri-
cally disentangled and analysed in depth. Further light needs to be shed on union 
formation, as it often precedes family formation. Other life-course trajectories and 
key events need to be considered too, such as employment and commuting needs, 
health, and social networks. The infl uence of the chronology, timing and sequences 
of other life events on residential decisions would be of great interest. Analysis 
could be extended to other life phases (educational phases, children leaving home, 
retirement) and spatial levels (neighbourhood, region). The housing and labour mar-
ket could be included as external factors infl uencing residential decisions as well. 

The split-half approach proved to be useful and meaningful to the results. Some 
of the effects found in the training sample are not confi rmed by the validation sam-
ple. This shows how data-driven and misleading the models and hence the inter-
pretation would have been without internal validation. The split-half approach and 
other model validation procedures (such as cross-validation, bootstrapping, jack-
knife etc.) are not standard practice in the social sciences. Based on our experi-
ence with this method, we strongly endorse the application of statistical validation 
processes (Döring 2018). More detail in the documentation of model development 
would also be helpful for the critical appraisal of results. Even though we strongly 
recommend validation, we experienced its limitations: Both samples are small in 
size. This, among other challenges, led to parsimonious models rendering it impos-
sible to include all tested variables in one comprehensive model. Small sample sizes 
make it necessary to trade off between model validation and higher levels of model 
complexity.
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