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1.1 Introduction 

The societies of EU-Europe, in which young people and young adults live 
today, can be characterized as “modern-modernizing” societies. They are 
predominantly service economies in which accelerated structural and techno-
logical changes give rise to fast social modernization processes. Independent 
of continuing differences between North and South as part of this trend to a 
second modernity, it may be pointed out that most of these societies are char-
acterized by a growing complexity that results in difficulties and insecurities 
for different groups of the population, especially for young people and young 
adults. 

These contemporary developments in different life spheres within these soie-
ties, particularly in the most developed ones, have been successfully inter-
preted within a wider theoretical framework, in which the concepts of “indi-
vidualization” (Beck 1986, 1988) and “social differentiation” play key roles 
as analytical descriptors. 

The individualization thesis refers to long-term processes of social change 
and describes the continuous decline in the normative power and resilience of 
social milieus and cultural traditions, which accompanies socio-economic 
and technological development. Individualization-processes question estab-
lished, taken-for-granted social biographical life course patterns - also hous-
ing life styles -, leading to broader opportunities to plan life and the future in 
an autonomous way. 

Individual decisions about the use of educational opportunities, choices of 
occupation in life settings, family and household arrangements as well as 
consumption preferences shape the personalized life style young people and 
young adults see as appropriate for themselves. These decisions always in-
clude the possibility of failure along the way. 

This perspective on the effects of modernization on youngsters and young 
adults presents, as its core characteristic, a “tense relationship” between si-
multaneous broadening of opportunities and risks, which in turn results in a 
progressive widening of the gap between the “winners” and “losers” in such 
modernization processes. In the case of children and young people, such 
tensions are closely related to the resources and position of their parents; 
although the older they get, the more they become directly implicated as 
“agents” within these tensions. 



European Context                                                               
 

 

21 

The burdens and risks thus implied for young people are by no means banal, 
since the decisions they must take will have enormous consequences for the 
subsequent course of their lives: Which kind of secondary school, what occu-
pation, which jobs, whether to remain in the parental home, looking for a 
partner, how to set about finding a flat, what sort of household and/or family 
form to choose, etc. These are all decisions requiring reflection and sound 
planning. 

Yet both the chances and risks that accompany young people during their 
social integration into a complex and individualized society cannot be viewed 
in a purely individual context, for, in reality, these are framed by the socially-
differentiated resources at young peoples‘ disposal. With the concepts of 
“social differentiation” or “diversification” of living conditions, then, we try 
to give meaning to those processes in which social inequalities are repro-
duced - as represented for example, in patterns of social and ethnic disadvan-
tage in education, training, work and housing - and in their links with gender 
divisions and regional disparities in life chances and living standards. These 
concepts tend to direct our attention to the downside of contemporary mod-
ernization and social change processes e.g. to those groups whose members 
are especially vulnerable to becoming social marginal and therefore are prime 
clients of general and special youth welfare services. They include: young 
people who fail to make the transition from school to work successfully, 
young people and young adults of ethnic minorities origin, the young dis-
abled, young people with low-level educational qualifications, those in 
cramped living conditions, the young unemployed or those employed in 
declining “crisis” industries or in jobs subject to further technological ration-
alization, and so on. 

1.2 Youth life in EU-Europe: Some empirical data  

Professional qualification, entering into employment, gaining full personal 
autonomy, developing an independent life style, e.g. living with friends or as 
singles, forming relationships and having or not having children, are equally 
important challenges and decisions that young people have to cope with in 
their transition to adulthood. Establishing an independent household is the 
focal point for all these developmental tasks and transitions.  

For a more comprehensive understanding of this situation and of the rele-
vance of housing for young Europeans in general, it could be useful now to 
present an overview of the actual living conditions, the concrete “life forms” 
they prefer (or are obliged to choose) and the perceptions and opinions young 
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Europeans have of them. In this way, the findings to be presented in further 
chapters of this report on “Youth housing in Germany”, will be embedded 
and interpreted. We have therefore identified and analyzed data from differ-
ent European sources, like the European Community Household Panel, the 
Eurostat Labour Force Survey, the Eurostat-Report: “Youth in the European 
Union” (1997) and the Eurobarometer- Surveys: “The Young Europeans” 
(1993; 1997). These data and information collections give us an idea, not 
only of how youngsters and young adults in EU-Europe live today but also of 
the way they would like  to live if they could do so. 

1.2.1 Living conditions of young people in Europe  

As the information and data analyzed point out, a significant part of the 
European young population between 15 and 29 years of age still live with 
their parents. Some data on this situation will now be presented. The percep-
tions of young people of their living conditions and especially of their rea-
sons for staying “at home”, will be discussed in a further section. Here we 
concentrate mainly on their “objective” living conditions.  

1.2.1.1 Longer stay in the parental home 

Comparative data from 1987 and 1995 collected by the Eurostat Labour 
Force Survey show that young people in most EU-countries tend to stay 
longer in the parental home. While between 1960 and 1980, particularly in 
the Northern countries, young people and young adults tended to leave the 
parent´s home at an early age to become “independent”, in the last decades 
this trend seems to have been reversed, especially among southern young 
adults in the age-group 25-29. So for instance while in Germany and the 
United Kingdom in 1987 and 1995 scarcely 1/5 of those aged 25-29 were 
living with their parents or with one parent, in other countries like Spain 
(59%), Italy (56%), Portugal (49%) and Greece (49%), half or more than half 
of the young adult population were still living with their parents. It is interest-
ing to see that while in the northern EU-countries virtually no changes were 
evident between 1987 and 1995, in the southern Member States a significant 
growth in the rate of those living in parental homes (ranging between 10 and 
17 points), was recorded (table 1). 
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Different hypotheses have been put forward to explain these changes in 
young people´s living and housing: 

 
- In some EU-member states the conditions governing entry into the labor 

market worsened sharply for young people in the 80´s, specially in 
Southern Europe, so that independent living for youngsters and young 
adults has become materially very difficult; 

- Important changes in values and culture taking place in post-modern 
societies since the 80´s have affected intergenerational relationships posi-
tively, a fact that increases the appeal for youngsters and young adults of 
continuing to live in the parents home.  

- A third common explanation refers to the link between the “prolongation 
of the youth phase” (e.g. remaining longer in educational or training in-
stitutions, including the exponential rise of higher education), and longer 
periods of time remaining in the parental home. 
 

A Finnish study (Harala 1996) tends to support the first assumption: the sharp 
slowdown in growth, coupled with unemployment, makes it more difficult 
for young people to afford “independent” living. This explanation, however, 
must be differentiated in accordance with variables like age-group, region, 
gender and professional status. 

%

Age 20-24 B DK D1) EL E F IRL I L NL A P FIN S UK

1987 63 : 57 63 84 47 64 81 64 55 : 75 : : 45
1995 68 : 55 72 89 52 64 87 69 47 # 82 29 : 47

Age 25-29 B DK D1) EL E F IRL I L NL A P FIN S UK

1987 19 : 20 39 49 14 28 39 26 15 : 39 : : 15
1995 24 : 21 49 59 17 34 46 34 12 # 49 9 : 17

1) Germany: new Länder excluded; Source: Eurostat - Labour Force Survey

Table 1: Young people living with their parents - 1987-1995
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1.2.1.2 Differences between the EU-member states 

According to data from Eurostat (1995), nowadays some 90% of European 
youngsters between 15 and 19 years and 65% of those in the age group 20-24 
still live in the parental home. The data from table 1 also show that in this last 
age group important differences between the Member States exist. Three 
main “types” of countries can be discerned: 

 
− Those with rather low rates of young people aged 20-24 living “at  

home” (e.g. Finland 29%), 
− those with "middle to high" rates of young people living with their par-

ents, like United Kingdom (47%), The Netherlands (47%), France (52%), 
Germany (55%), Ireland (64%), Belgium (68%), Luxembourg (69%); 
and such with "high rates" of young people of this age living “at home” 
like Greece (72%), Portugal (82%), Italy (87%), and Spain (89%). 

 
While the first hypothesis e.g. the economic explanation for remaining longer 
in the parental home seems to fit very well with the data collected  for the 
two last groups, this does not seem to be the case for Scandinavian countries 
where the economic recession and low growth rates of the last few years go 
hand in hand with  high rates of young people living independently, as is the 
case in Finland. The study on “Youth and Housing in Sweden”, developed in 
the context of this research project might give a detailed explanation of this 
situation. 

The data for the age group 25-29 show a clear European range of profiles: 
While 50% or more of young adults in the southern countries still live in the 
parental home, 80% of the Germans in this age-group, 83% of UK-young 
adults and  90% of the Finns live on their own. In other words, the transition 
to full adulthood comprehending independent housing differs significantly 
between the EU-member states.  

1.2.2 Gender differentiation 

As figure 1 shows all over EU-Europe young women tend to leave the paren-
tal home and to form couples earlier than young men, although the phenome-
non of females living independently, as “singles” or with friends, seems to be 
more pre-eminent among minorities, and in the North rather than in the South 
(figure 1). 
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1.2.3  Socio-professional differentiation 

 
Figure 2 

 
 

As figure 2 shows, in both age groups (20-24 and 25-29) students tend to live 
longer with their parents (in Europe as a whole: more than 68% of the 20-24 
and 55% of the 25-29), while among the employed (workers) this is the case 
only for 60% of the 20-24 and fewer than 30 % of the 25-29 age group. In the 
southern countries of EU-Europe, roughly 50% of young people with jobs 

%

Young people living with their parents according to 
employment situation EUR 15-1995

Source: Eurostat - Labour Force Survey

0 20 40 60 80

Age 20-24

Age 25-29

Students Unemployed Employed



European Context                                                               
 

 

27 

still live with their parents. As might be expected, the unemployed in both 
age groups tend to live longer in the parental home. This is the case for  65% 
of the 20-24 and more than 40% of the 25-29 age group. 

1.2.4  Social differentiation and living conditions 

Data from the Eurostat Labour Force Survey (1995) and the European Com-
munity Household Panel (1994) give some relevant information on the prob-
lematic social conditions in which some young Europeans live. It can safely 
be assumed, that these conditions partly determine the “living forms” and the 
forms of accommodation of these groups among the young population. So, 
for example, almost 14% of young people (15-29) in Spain and in Finland 
live in households in which at least one parent is out of work. In other EU- 
countries like the United Kingdom (8%), Germany (9%) and France (12%) 
rather lower percentages of this age group live with at least one unemployed 
parent or adult. 

 
Table 2 

Source: Eurostat, Labour Force 
 
All over Europe significant groups of young people are living in households 
which state that they have financial difficulties (table 3). So, e.g., according 
to the Community Household Panel 55% of young Greeks aged between 16 
and 29, live in families with financial problems. On a slightly lower level 
rank countries like Spain (42%), Portugal (39%) and Ireland (30%). At the 
opposite end of the spectrum, only 7 % of Luxembourgeans, 9% of the Ger-
mans and 14% of the Belgians have families with financial difficulties. 
Young people in the Netherlands (15%), Denmark (16%) the United King-
dom (20%), France (23%) and Italy (25%) are all somewhere between.  

B DK D EL E F IRL I L NL A P FIN S UK

7 : 9 5 14 12 11 5 2 6 4 6 14 : 8

Young people aged 15-29 with at least one 
unem ployed parent

%  of those aged 15-29 living with parents

D K and S: no data available on the composition of 
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Table 3 

 
 
Young Germans suffering scarce financial resources and poor housing will be 
subject of chapter 4 of this report. 

1.2.5  “Living forms” 

For a better understanding of what different housing situations can really 
mean for young people, it is also important to know something about the 
social contexts (“living forms”) in which young Europeans live today. 

1.2.5.1 Living in families 

As Eurostat data show, a majority of young people lives in traditional fami-
lies of married couples with children. More than 20% of those in the age 
group 15 to 24 in the United Kingdom and Finland, but only 10% of this age-
group in Greece, live in one-parent families in 1995. 

B DK D EL E F IRL I L NL P UK

14 16 9 55 42 23 30 25 7 15 39 20

Y oung people aged 16-29 living in households 
with financial difficulties  1  1994

=% of those aged 16-29 living with parents

1 One of the Panel questions is worded as follows: 
"If you consider the monthly income of your 
household, would you say that making ends meet is 
"very difficult", "difficult"´... ? Here we have 
grouped the response "very difficult" and "difficult".
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Table 4 
Young people aged 15-24 living in one-parent families - 1995 

 
In all EU-States the majority of young people living with at least one parent 
has one or more siblings. Exceptions are Germany and Finland where more 
than 30% of young people live in families with no other children. Reasons 
are both a drop of fertility rates and young people leaving their parental home 
earlier than in other countries. Large families are still common in Ireland and 
Spain (figure 3), where a dropping fertility rate is a recent phenomenon and 
the large majority of the 15 to 24 year-olds still stays with parents. 

Figure 3 
Young people aged 15 to 24 living with their parents by number of children 
in the family (For Denmark and Sweden no information available) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

B DK D EL E F IRL I L NL A P FIN S UK

17 : 14 10 11 16 13 13 11 12 14 14 20 : 22

Young people living with their parents
% of all young people living with their parents

Source: Eurostat - Labour Force Survey
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1.2.5.2 Living alone (Singles) 

Living alone as a “single” seems to be rather an exception in EU-Europe and  
more a phenomenon of the North: On average, less than 10% of the age-
group 20 to 24 and 12% of those of the age-group 25 to 29 live alone.  

 

 
Statistical averages feature large differences between the member states. 
While single person households are virtually non-existent in southern states 
(with the exception of Greece), in the Netherlands, Germany and Finland, but 
also to a lesser extend in France and the UK, between 13% and 23% of young 
adults (25 to 29 years old) live as singles and, as figure 4 suggests, more 
young males than females live in this way. 

Figure 4 reveals that countries with a large “singles”-population (e.g. Ger-
many, France, The Netherlands, Finland and the United Kingdom) have the 
largest age-gender-differences, too. So, for instance, among 20 to 24-old 
singles German, French and Dutch females are more represented than males 
whereas in Finland and Austria the contrary is the case. If we compare this 
age-group with the adjacent older one (25-29 years) the situation appears to 
be much more heterogeneous in the younger age group. Although only in 
France female singles outnumber male singles while in Austria, Belgium, 
Finland, Germany, The Netherlands and the United Kingdom the opposite 
holds true, in most countries the rates of female singles aged 20 to 24 have 
grown significantly. On the other hand, countries with low rates of female 
singles in the younger age-group (Portugal, Italy, Ireland and Spain) keep 
their lower rates in the next age-group though on a slightly higher level. 

%

Age 20-24 B DK D1) EL E F IRL I L NL A P FIN S UK

1987 5 : 16 9 0 11 3 2 5 12 : 1 : : 5
1995 6 : 18 8 0 15 4 2 5 19 9 2 24 : 8

Age 25-29 B DK D1) EL E F IRL I L NL A P FIN S UK

1987 8 : 19 5 1 11 4 6 10 17 17 1 : : 6
1995 10 : 23 6 1 14 6 4 6 18 18 3 23 : 13

1) Germany: new Länder excluded; Source: Eurostat - Labour Force Survey

Table 5: Young people living alone - 1987-1995
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We may conclude that to live as a single, particularly as a female one, is a 
relatively new cultural phenomenon. It can be observed mainly in those coun-
tries of North-West Europe where the process of “modernization of youth” 
has seemingly advanced further. 

 

Figure 4 
Young people living alone, by sex - 1995 

 
Data suggest that having a job or being in higher (university) education 
(which often involves moving away from home), is conducive to living alone 
as a “single” or with friends. 

1.2.5.3  Forming couples and getting married? 

As a result of profound socio-economic and cultural change (the prolongation 
of education and training, later entry into the labor market, difficulties as 
regards the transition from education to work, value changes in both the older 
and the young generations, etc.), life styles of young people and young adults 
in Europe have also changed. Findings show that the ages at which young 
people start to live with partners are rising steadily, that marriage rates are 
dropping  and that the age at which people first marry is steadily going up. 
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These are trends that can be observed in all EU-member states. Just for ex-
ample: The EU average “gross marriage rate” (number of marriages per 1000 
inhabitants over a given period) has declined between 1970 and 1995 from 
7.7 to 5.2 . This drop was especially sharp in France while in the 90´s the 
spread differences between the EU-countries have become narrower. The 
differences between the Member States in this general decline can be seen in 
Tab. 6:  

 

Table 6:  
Trends in gross marriage rates - 1970-1995 

 
 

 
 
 
The average age of getting married for the first time has been rising since the 
end of the 1970´s: In the Europe of the 15, the average age of first marriage 
for men increased between 1980 and 1994 from 26 to almost 29 years and for 
women from 23 to 26. European differences can also be discerned here: Dan-
ish and Swedish men tend to marry over 30 while women marry between the 
ages of 28 and 29. Portugal and Belgium are at the other end: Men tend to 
marry at or slightly over 25 and women slightly below or at 25. On the other 
hand, fewer than 40% of Danish and Swedish women are married by the age 
of 29, in contrast to 70% of the Greek and Portuguese or 68% of the Belgian 
(figure 5).  

B DK D EL E F IRL I L NL A P FIN S UK

1970 7.6 7.4 7.4 7.7 7.3 7.8 7 7.3 6.4 9.5 7.1 9.4 8.8 5.4 8.5
1980 6.7 5.2 6.3 6.5 5.9 6.2 6.4 5.7 5.9 6.4 6.2 7.4 6.1 4.5 7.4
1990 6.5 6.1 6.5 5.8 5.7 5.1 5.1 5.6 6.1 6.4 5.8 7.2 5.0 4.7 6.5
1995 5.1 6.6 5.3 6.1 5.0 4.4 4.4 4.9 5.1 5.3 5.3 6.6 4.6 3.8 5.5

Source: Eurostat - Labour Force Survey

Marriages per 1000 Inhabitants
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Figure 5  
Average age at first marriage in the member states - 1994 

 
 
 
As regards level of education we find significant differences, too. In almost 
all European countries people who go on to study marry later. This trend is 
specially marked among women, even if there are substantial differences 
between the EU-Member States: In Italy, Spain, Portugal, Denmark and the 
Netherlands women who have completed higher levels of education are twice 
as likely not to be married at the age of 29 than those having completed only 
compulsory education. In other countries like France, Belgium, Sweden, 
Finland and the United Kingdom, this contrast is less marked (figure 7). 
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Figure 6 and Figure 7 
Marriage between the ages of  20 and 29  
a) % of young people aged 20-24 b) % of young people aged 25-29 

Married individuals in the 25-29 age group, by level of education 1995/Married woman 
 

1.2.5.4 Unmarried couples 

Forming couples to live together or getting married in the age-group under 20 
is becoming exceptional in the EU-Member States. In the age group over 20, 
we find large European differences. So, for example, in Italy, Spain and Ire-

% of women having achieved a given level of education

Source: Eurostat - Labour Force Survey
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Source: Eurostat - Labour Force Survey
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land, there are few young adults in the age group 20 to 24 who live with a 
partner (the average = 10%, most of them married). In countries like Den-
mark (42%), France (32%) and United Kingdom (30%), a significant part of 
this age group is living together and only a minority of them is married. More 
than 60 % of the 25-29 year-old young adults in northern European countries 
are living with partners but the trend to get married late remains strong. So 
for instance, 39% of the Danes, 25% of the French, 20% of young adults in 
the United Kingdom live in non-marital unions. Against this trend, only 40% 
of Italians live with partners, most of them being married (figure 8). 

 
Figure 8 
* (No data for the NL) 
 

Young people living as couples, married or not - 1994

Source: Eurostat - European Cummunity Household Panel, first wave, 1994
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Table 7 
 

 

As can be seen in table 7, living together without being married (cohabita-
tion) is, independent of age, a very scarce life style in countries like Italy, 
Ireland, Greece, Portugal and Spain, while it is widespread in Denmark, 
France and the United Kingdom. Cohabitation in the EU- member states like 
Germany, Luxembourg and Belgium is in the middle range. While in south-
ern countries and in Ireland young people trend to stay with their parents 
until they marry, in the northern and west-European countries young people 
tend to experiment more with other life forms, including cohabitation. This, 
of course, poses different challenges to youth, social and housing policies. 

1.3 Perceptions and opinions of living conditions 

 
 
Having heard a lot about the “objective” lay of “youth-life” in the EU-
countries we may now turn to the “subjective” side of it.  How do adolescents 
and young adults perceive and evaluate their forms of living? We will focus 
on aspects pertinent to the problem of housing, as young adults´ opinions 
about staying at the parental home, cohabitation, marriage and having chil-
dren. 

1.3.1 Staying “at home” a good thing? 

The Eurobarometer survey “The Young Europeans” of 1993 showed that 
roughly half of all young women and men who were asked if “staying at 
home is on the whole a good or bad thing” answered in the affirmative, e.g. 

EUR 12 DK D EL E F IRL I L NL P UK

Age 20-24 10 8 13 2 1 19 4 1 12 : 2 19
Age 25-29 12 14 14 2 4 25 3 1 16 : 3 20

%

Source: Eurostat - European Community Household Panel, first wave

Young people living together outside marriage - 1994
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they viewed the fact of remaining in the parental home as quite a positive 
thing. Only some 20% thought this would be “quite bad” and another 20% 
perceived it as “neither good nor bad”. This question was answered in the 
same Eurobarometer by the parental generation (the 40 to 54 year-olds) more 
or less in the same way, with women showing slightly more satisfaction than 
men (table 8). 

Table 8 
Staying at home is ... 

 
 
 
 

 
Since the Eurobarometer “The Young Europeans ´97” did not put this ques-
tion again, we are not able to assess. Nevertheless, interesting trends show up 
in answers to the question about the “three main reasons why adolescents and 
young adults tend to live longer in their parents home than they used to do”: 
three quarters (74.1%) see the main reason for staying in the parents’ home in 
that they “can´t affort to move out”, e.g. to set up an independent home. A 
second priority was given to the statement to have “all home comforts with-
out the responsibilities” (35.6%) and almost 1/3 of the answers agreed with 
the statement, that in this way “they could save money  to make a good start 
later”. Some 28% of the responses referred to the “lack of suitable housing”. 
All these statements reveal a more-or-less realistic and pragmatic attitude on 
the way toward independent housing. The last two groups of answers refer to 
cultural aspects: 27.5% attribute a longer stay “at home” to the fact that 
“parents were not as strict as they used to be” or to the perception that 
“people get married or move in with a partner later” (27.4). Further state-
ments offering alternative explanations, got relatively few responses (figure 
9, Eurobarometer 1997: Dependence on parents, p. 1/60). 

Girls Boys Women Men
This is:
Quite a good thing 50 51 57 50
Quite a bad thing 22 21 18 22
Neither good nor bad 21 19 20 23
D´ont know 7 9 5 6

Age 15-24 Age 40-54
%

Source: Eurobarometer - Survey 39.0, 1993
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Figure 9 (Eurobarometer ’97) 
Dependence on parents – 1997 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Moreover, regarding these motivations and explanations for staying longer 
“at home” we can observe significant European variations. So, for instance, 
high proportions of answers referring to the “economic” fact that young peo-
ple cannot afford to move out and therefore remained at their parents home  
were strongly expressed in Sweden (95%), France (86%) and Spain (80%). 
While the European average was 74%, countries like Luxembourg (52%), 
Austria (58%) and former West Germany (60.7%) were markedly below this 
average.  

The most “pragmatic” answer - young people would stay longer in the paren-
tal home because of “comfort without responsibilities” - was particularly 
common (with proportions over 40%) in the United Kingdom, Ireland, the 
Netherlands and Italy (where the term “Mamone”, i.e. “Mom´s big boy”, has 
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been coined to characterize this group). Relatively high proportions of these 
answers could also be found in Greece (38%) and former West Germany 
(36%). 

The lack of suitable housing was an argument cited most frequently by young 
Austrians (45%), Danes (44%) and Portuguese (42 %).  

Here the question remains open as to whether the answers given to the prof-
fered alternative “suitable housing” meant the inability to afford the rent or 
the poor quality of housing. 

The watering-down of parental authority as an argument for remaining “at 
home” was given more frequently by young Germans (35%), (the average 
being 28%), followed by Italians (33.5%), Luxembourgeans (32.7%), Fins 
(32%), Belgians ( 31.7% ), French (30.6%), and Danes (30.4%).  

Young people in Luxembourg (43.7%), in former East-Germany (41.9%), 
Spaniards (34%), former West Germans (33%) and the French (31%), (the 
European average being 28%), are those giving more support to the assump-
tion that staying longer at home is because young people “were getting mar-
ried or moving out with a partner later than they used to do” - an alternative 
which is more a description of a situation rather than an explanation. 

Statistical links could be established between the socio-demographic vari-
ables and responses referring both to a lack of sufficient resources to set up 
home independently and to the desire for home comforts without responsi-
bilities (which were the most popular reasons among all socio-demographic 
groups). The only exception was the category of young people who had left 
school before the age of 15. Here the main reason given for staying longer in 
the parental home was the need to save money to make a better start later. 

As can be concluded from these findings, a complex combination of factors 
has to be considered to explain in a satisfactory form the prolongation of 
dependent living in the parents’ home. It seems that each of the postulated 
hypotheses applies in varying degrees to different groups of young people 
within each country (for a multivariate analysis of young adults´ staying at 
home in Germany see table 12 of chapter 4). It is one of the objectives of the 
present research project to produce more detailed information on this situa-
tion in each country. 
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1.3.2  Opinions on cohabitation 

The Eurobarometer Survey “The Young Europeans ´93” shows that, regard-
less of the large differences in ways of life, the opinions of young people (15-
24) towards cohabitation (living together without being married) are widely 
similar throughout EU-Europe. Only a minority (10%) consider this life-form 
a “bad thing”, more men than women, and 60 % of the interviewed replied 
that this is “not a matter for others to judge”. Across the board, the 15- to 24-
age group considers living with a partner outside marriage to be an individual 
matter which does not concern society. Since “The Young Europeans” Sur-
vey 1997 did not repeat this question, it is not possible to see if changes in 
opinion have taken place over time. Indirectly, however, this last survey 
shows that permissive attitudes toward alternative ways of living are on the 
increase. Respondents were asked what they thought the attitude of young 
people would be regarding several controversial issues: 86.5% of the 18 to 24 
respondents were of the opinion “that most young Europeans would, for 
instance, agree with  having pre-marital sexual relations”. Further 52% of 
the respondents thought, that most young Europeans would agree with the 
statement that “homosexuals have a right to get married” and 36% believed 
that the majority of young Europeans would accept that homosexuals “should 
be allowed to adopt children”. These trends should also be considered in the 
context of social and youth policies, especially for those aspects dealing with 
living independently and youth housing. 

1.3.3  Opinions on the decision to have children 

According to data from the Eurobarometer “Young Europeans ´93”, becom-
ing  a mother or a father seemed to be less important to the younger genera-
tion (15-24) than to their parents: only 57% of women in this age group 
(compared with 74% of the 40 to 54 year-olds) said that having children was 
“essential” or “very important” for them. Nevertheless, significant differ-
ences between the EU-Member States can be discerned on this topic: While 
70% of young Greeks and Portuguese declared it was “essential” or “very 
important” for them to have their own children, the Dutch (20%), Irish (35%) 
and Luxembourgers (40%) attributed less significance to their own parent-
hood (table 9 and figure 10). 
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Table 9 
Opinions on the importance of having a child 

 

 
 
Figure 10 
Opinions on the importance of having a child: people aged 15 to 24 
Source: Eurobarometer – Survey 39.0, 1993 
% regarding this as “essential” or “very important” 
In the “Young Europeans”-Survey ´97  the decision to have children was investigated in relation to 

the relevant factors or conditions on which such decisions were made dependent.  
 

As in the case of living as a single there are, as shown by figure 10, diversi-
ties in Europe, especially between the North and the South, pertaining to the 
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importance adolescents and young adults attribute to having children of their 
own. In literature such differences have been related to economic causes, but 
also to cultural and religious traditions. An analysis of actual demographic 
data shows that European modernization has triggered an “equalization ten-
dency” within the “traditional” countries of the South that favors a decreasing 
demographic growth. Hence opinions about the importance of having chil-
dren can be interpreted in a new light: While cultural traditions may explain 
the higher relevance southern Europeans attribute to becoming a mother or a 
father, economic forces and/or factors of social and cultural modernization 
probably have encouraged Mediterranean couples to reduce the number of 
wished children, thus contributing to the “equalization tendency” mentioned 
above. 

 
Figure 11 
The decisions to have children 

 

 
As figure 11 shows “stability”, whether as “secure employment” (65.1%) or 
as “good relationships”  (54.4%), was mentioned as the most important 
factor. The ability to give one’s own children a “good education” (44.7%) 
and the existence of “suitable housing”  were the second and third most 
frequently mentioned determining factors for the decision to have children. 
As the study points out: “Young people´s perception of themselves as future 
parents is therefore based on a materially, emotionally and intellectually 
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stable environment” (EU-Commission Eurobarometer 47.2, 1997, p. 9). 
Flexible working conditions, good child care facilities and adequate allow-
ances or tax benefits are perceived as secondary in relation to material secu-
rity and stability. 

Once again we find big differences between opinions and attitudes of young 
people in the  EU-Member States. In all member states, the most important 
factor for the decision to have children, (65% seeing it as crucial), at the same 
time more than 70% of the Scandinavians (Sweden 81.3%; Denmark 73.8% 
and Finland 71.8%) regard a “stable relationship”  with the partner as being 
of prime importance in this decision. “Suitable housing” is of crucial impor-
tance for young people in the United Kingdom (58.7%), Sweden (48.6%), 
France (47.9%), Ireland 46.1%) and Germany (42.2%) while it is of less 
importance in Spain (26.8%) and Greece (28.9%), where a “secure job” 
(74.9% and 62.8% respectively) is the most important factor for such a deci-
sion. Also for French young people job security ranks - with 78.9% of the 
answers - as the top factor for the decision to have children. The ability to 
give the child a good education is specially important among the Dutch 
(69.3%), the Spaniards (57.5%), the French (53.7%) and the Portuguese 
(54.5%), while the existence of “good child care facilities” - a factor that only 
features in 1/5 of all answers - seems to be specially important for Portuguese 
(43.6%), Greek (44.2%), Finnish (31.3%) Swedish (29.7%), Luxembour-
geans (28.4%) and East Germans (27.6%). The reasons for the varying sig-
nificance accorded to the existence of child care facilities might be linked, in 
some countries, to the relatively low development of such services, in others 
to the long established religious or welfare institutions offering them and the 
prominent role they play in such traditional welfare states. In other countries, 
for instance the former East Germany, where the cutting down of such child 
care services has been a political issue for many years, this can be an addi-
tional reason for the relatively high priority given to such services as a pre-
condition for having children. 

1.4 The relevance of housing for an independent life 

The significance of an independent life (including one‘s own home) for a 
smooth transition to adulthood is a sociologically, psychologically and so-
cially uncontested fact. Currently however, young Europeans have consider-
able difficulty attaining the goal of their own household and the reasons for 
this are many. Apart from labor market problems, national housing market 
mechanisms and social housing policies are crucial factors determining prob-
lematic access to independent housing.  
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In the context of European modernization and globalization, young people 
and young adults are also frequently subject to labor market-induced mobility 
and cannot readily make long-term plans to stay in one place (Gaiser & 
Müller 1989). This is, for certain groups of very different social origin, an 
additional factor causing difficulties. 

1.4.1 The starting situation of “young households” in Europe 

Getting access to independent housing status all over Europe is - as revealed 
by some of the data - a structural rather than an individual problem with 
special consequences for highly-vulnerable people (e.g. those mentioned in a 
former section) in different age groups. Furthermore, the housing problems of 
young people have been exaggerated by the effects on the labor and housing 
market of the “baby boom” generation. This has meant that young adults 
born in the 1960´s found themselves, in relation to former generations, disad-
vantaged on the labor and housing market in the 1980´s and 1990´s . 

From data presented in former sections it can also be concluded that access to 
the housing market intersects with the employment/unemployment situation: 
an excess of demand over supply on the housing market hits “new actors” 
particularly hard, because they can only apply for flats currently available 
which have either the highest rents per square meter or are in very poor con-
dition. 

As the Community Household Panel from 1994 shows, when becoming in-
dependent young people - whether as couples, as singles  or in larger groups - 
begin by renting a home (figure 12). This situation applies especially to Ger-
many, France, the Netherlands and Denmark. The same, even if at a lower 
level can be observed in all other European countries. Young households in 
Europe, belong to a group possessing limited financial reserves and earning 
low starting salaries. Therefore they are often unable to save money to buy a 
flat or a house (figure 13). Nevertheless, from the data presented, it can also 
be assumed that longer phases in the parental home, meaning longer transi-
tions to adulthood, are in some cases linked to the fact of saving money for 
house purchase.  
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Figure 12 
Households living in rented accommodation 
 

 

Source: European Community Household Panel –first wave 1994 
 

 

Figure 12 displays differences between the EU-countries related to the 
amount of living in a rented accommodation. While Spain, Italy, Portugal and 
the United Kingdom have the lowest rates of young adults living in rented 
flats, in Germany, France, The Netherlands, Denmark and Belgium, rates are 
paramount. These differences might partly be due to higher rates of  Mediter-
ranean adolescents and young adults living with their parents. Differences 
may hail also from different strategies young people develop to start a life of 
their own where, for instance, high ground prices make it unaffordable for 
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people earning an average or low income to buy flats. In other countries or 
areas where housing prizes are lower saving money for the purchase of hous-
ing property seems to have a high priority for young adults of different social 
strata, so for instance in the United Kingdom, Portugal and Spain. In these 
countries public policies stimulate the ownership of flats. Still, high youth 
unemployment in Spain and Portugal counteracts such strategies and forces 
young people to stay at the parental home. 

 
Figure 13 

Households describing themselves as unable to save 
 
 
Question: “When you take into account all the income and 
expenditure of your household, do you have any money 
left over that you can put on one side?” 
Source: European Community Household Panel – first wave - 1994 
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etc.) or friends. Data from the European Community Household Panel of 
1993 show that 14 % of the 20 to 29 year-olds in the EU received such help, 
the most in such countries as Germany, Greece and Denmark (Tab. 10). 

 

 

Table 10 
Young households declaring that they have received financial help from 
relatives or friends 

 

 
Figure 14 
Comparison between the average net income of young households and the 
total average net income - 1993 

 
Source: Eurostat, European Community Household Panel, first wave, 1994 
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As table 10 shows, some of the financial problems young people have renting 
a flat or being able to afford independent housing are reduced by financial 
support from relatives or friends. Also public subsidies help in some cases to 
reduce the problem. This boosts the net income of young households which, 
as compared with the total average net income of the population, has to be 
viewed in relation to the “adult equivalent”, i.e. the household´s net income 
divided by the number of persons belonging to the household. Figure 14 
reveals young households from southern Europe and Ireland ranging above 
the European standard in terms of the adult equivalent of household income. 
This may be due to larger adult households in South Europe and/or low in-
come levels. 

 
The interpretation of the resulting figures is difficult since income is a prod-
uct of wages and salaries, the receipts of self-employed persons and transfers 
(unemployment benefits; students grants; social security, etc.). According to 
data from the European Community Household Panel, the percentages of 
young households experiencing financial difficulties seem to be similar to 
those for households as a whole. Nevertheless there are significant variations 
between the different countries: The figures range from less than 10% in 
Germany to over 50% in Greece. 

The objective housing situation of young people in Europe described, as well 
as the relevance they accord to independent housing and the difficulties they 
are confronted with when they look for it, might be one of the main reasons 
why in the last Eurobarometer survey on “The Young Europeans” (1997) 
almost 40 % of the interviewed “young Europeans” (15-24) were of the opin-
ion that “Housing” is an area in which the European Union “could be more 
active”. Particularly young people from Portugal (66.5%), Spain (48.8%), 
Greece (43.2%), West Germany (41.4%), the United Kingdom (40.8%) and 
Luxembourg (40%) took this view, while young people in the Scandinavian 
countries (Sweden and Finland) were more skeptical of EU- Policy dealing 
with this aspect of adolescent life. 

1.5 Summary and questions for further analyses 

The data analyzed in this chapter should help to contrast the specific German 
case, being presented in the following chapters, with the general situation on 
“young housing” and independent living in Europe. In this way social prob-
lems of “young housing” in Germany and other European can be better un-
derstood and evaluated. 
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Summarily, the data of living conditions of young Europeans show, that 
different factors, like longer educational periods, worsening of the entrance 
conditions into the labor market but also cultural changes affecting inter-
generation relationships, condition the fact that young people in Europe today 
need a longer time to reach full adulthood. Although we can observe large 
differences in the living conditions of young Europeans, determined by so-
cial- and regional origin, gender, educational and professional status, there is 
actually a tendency of young adults aging 18 to 29 years to stay longer at the 
parental home, especially in Southern Europe and among those younger than 
25 years. A longer stay at the parental home indicates that the living condi-
tions of adolescents and young adults today in EU-Europe are quite similar to 
those of their parents. This seems to bear problems for many of them: While 
in some way they share the economical and other difficulties born by their 
families they have to cope with specific problems of their own, additionally: 
Crammed living space, limited chances to develop own “homing styles”, 
difficulties to live in accordance to own time-schedules, to receive friends at 
home, e.g.. For those who live alone, with partners or in larger groups, finan-
cial stress because of low income and high rents is a main characteristic. This 
is even the case for those receiving financial helps from their relatives. An-
ticipating or having experienced problems like these, many young Europeans 
prefer to delay living independently until they have the financial means to do 
so, sometimes only at a relatively advanced age. Findings suggest that all 
over Europe (and especially in the Southern countries) getting access to inde-
pendent housing is a structural problem. It bears special consequences for 
vulnerable young people as women, students, young workers or the unem-
ployed. They tend to develop specific strategies and modes of coping with 
the problems involved in the process of leaving home and of constituting an 
independent household. 

1.6 The focus of the report on youth housing in Germany 

In Germany, the general housing situation presents some of the patterns of 
the above described European situation and at the same time some particular 
characteristics. In contrast to the United Kingdom or Spain, for instance, 
there are fewer owner-occupiers than tenants. An average residential unit 
houses 2,4 persons, but since the proportion of one-person households is 
high, one third overall in some large cities, families with dependent children 
are clearly disadvantaged (SBB 1992). Also there is a serious and worsening 
housing shortage coupled with very high building and land purchase prices. 
In practice this means that Germans earning an average salary need nine 
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years´ income to buy a house. By way of comparison: the English need five 
years, the Dutch four and the Americans three. Rental costs account for a 
rising proportion of expenditure, so that younger and poorer households 
commonly allocate between 30% and 50% of their net income to paying for 
somewhere to live. Consequently, looking for a flat has become a central 
problem for youngsters and young adults, especially for those in West-
Germany (Bertram & Gille 1990).  

With the aim of generating comparable data which can be used in the context 
of a European discussion on “Youth and Housing”, the present report on the 
German situation will focus on housing as a political issue, on quantitative 
analyses of representative data on housing of adolescents and young adults, a 
case study with clients of youth welfare housing measures and a final view 
on pertinent data of official statistics. Subjects to be addressed are: 

 
− Housing conditions of young people (including the links between profes-

sional status, income of young people and the market situation, neigh-
borhood structures, services and child care facilities;  

− The Process of leaving home (including the relationships with parents, 
cohabitation, etc.); 

− The role of employment and other economic factors for access to inde-
pendent housing;  

− Mobility aspirations and obstacles related to housing; 
− Family aid and support from other institutions and its significance for the 

transition to independent living; 
− The housing problem as a vulnerability and exclusion factor for problem 

groups and 
− Relevant social and  housing policies for young people and young adults. 

 
The following chapters will give detailed information on these dimensions of 
housing conditions and living forms of young people in Germany. The inter-
pretation of this data by the reader of this report should be set in the Euro-
pean context which has just been presented. 


