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OF PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS? 

 
SARA ALFIERI 

MARIA LUISA GENNARI 

EMILIANO SIRONI 
CATHOLIC UNIVERSITY OF THE SACRED HEART 

This study aims to investigate how entering a union whether by marriage or cohabitation impacts the 
satisfaction of the psychological needs of couples in Bulgaria in terms of autonomy, relatedness, and 
competence compared to those of people who remain single or in a non-formalized relationship, such as 
living apart together (LAT). The research takes gender differences into account. A longitudinal survey 
conducted in two phases was used. The sample included individuals who were single or in a non-
coresidential union at the time of the first interview and who got married or started living with their 
partner (2,557 individuals) between the two waves. The aim of the investigation was to determine 
whether the decision to get married or cohabit, made between the two waves, was related to changes in 
the individual partners’ psychological needs. In order to estimate the effects of the decision to start a 
coresidential union on these needs, we used propensity score matching. The results show that even when 
a control involving a set of observable variables is used: 1) married people of both genders score higher 
for competence compared to those who are single or in a non-coresidential relationship; 2) relatedness 
needs are only satisfied by cohabitation for the male participants, and 3) marriage satisfies relatedness 
needs for both genders.  
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Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Sara Alfieri, Department of Psychology, Catholic University 

of the Sacred Heart, Largo Gemelli 1, 20123 Milano (MI), Italy. Email: sara.alfieri@unicatt.it 

Couples in Western societies are increasingly choosing to cohabit before marrying or cohabit with-

out marrying. In Europe, this social phenomenon involves an ever-growing segment of the population. About 

12.5% of young Europeans between the ages of 20 and 34 cohabit (Organisation for Economic Co-operation 

and Development [OECD], 2013), either temporarily before marrying, or as an alternative to marriage.  

The effects on people’s health and well-being of cohabiting compared to getting married have been 

widely investigated in the field of social sciences, especially in terms of the positive and negative outcomes 

of the two alternatives (see Evans & Kelley, 2004; Lee & Ono, 2012; Mikucka, 2016; Musick & Bumpass, 

2012; Næss et al., 2015; Perrelli et al., 2019; Ryser & Le Goff, 2015; Soons et al., 2009; Stutzer & Frey, 

2006; Waite & Gallagher, 2000). Until now, however, the factors influencing the satisfaction of the psycho-

logical needs of the individual partners in a relationship have not been explored. In particular, the questions 

that remain unanswered regard the kinds of needs that are met when a couple starts a coresidential relation-

ship and whether marriage and cohabitation are the same in this respect. In addition, we might ask whether 

men and women have the same needs when they are single or are not in a coresidential relationship/partner-

ship/union as opposed to when they are married or cohabiting. This study aims to provide an initial answer 

to these questions.  
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In order to do this, we referred to the self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 

2008). This approach defines psychological needs as “nutriments that are essential for ongoing psychological 

growth, integrity, and well-being” (Decy & Ryan, 2000, p. 229). This is a crucial topic because the satisfac-

tion of psychological needs is not only a necessary condition for well-being, but also a precursor to it (Iafrate 

et al., 2013; Patrick et al., 2007). Therefore, determining which specific needs are satisfied in relationships 

involving cohabitation and marriage will provide useful information for the well-being of couples.  

 

 

THE SELF-DETERMINATION THEORY (SDT) AND ROMANTIC RELATIONSHIPS 

 

Although a great deal of research has attempted to analyze and understand psychological needs over 

time, the SDT (Decy & Ryan, 1985, 2000, 2008) is the most widely used theory today and the one that has 

achieved the broadest consensus. The SDT is complex and has been defined as “a macro theory of human 

motivation” (Deci & Ryan, 2008, p. 182). In this paper, therefore, we provide only a brief presentation of its 

key assumptions, focusing on those related to the present study (for a fuller explanation, see Decy & Ryan, 

2008). The SDT covers a wide area, but we will limit our analysis to the satisfaction (or lack thereof) of 

psychological needs as a consequence of a coresidential relationship. 

According to the SDT, some universal psychological needs must be satisfied for an individual to 

function effectively and be in good psychological health. These needs relate to: autonomy, competence, and 

relatedness. The need for autonomy refers to an individual’s urge to be causal and self-governing — that 

their behavior is fully endorsed, and that they are the originator of their own actions. This issue has given 

rise to a number of debates in the literature because it has often been confused with independence (Patrick et 

al., 2007). However, according to the SDT, autonomy does not involve independence or detachment from 

others but, rather, is defined as being inherent to interpersonal relations. Competence refers to the need to 

experience behaviors as being effectively enacted, specifically, to feel that something has been done well 

and the desired outcome has been achieved. Finally, relatedness concerns feeling connected to others and 

being worthy of love and respect, similar to Maslow’s need for belonging (Eggen & Kauchak, 2010). The 

SDT states that only if all three of these needs are met, can people experience well-being. Many studies have 

confirmed the universal nature of these needs, even if their relative importance and strength differ across 

cultures (Decy & Ryan, 2008). The satisfaction or hindrance of psychological needs depend on social con-

ditions and certain personal factors. In particular, the personal regulatory system regarding causality orien-

tations and life goals can explain the outcome relating to quality of needs.  

Although the SDT has been applied to many different domains, few studies have focused on roman-

tic relationships. Knee et al. (2002) emphasized that a more consistent application of the SDT in the realm 

of romantic relations is of great importance due to the fact that the processes that are affected by self-deter-

mination may be the same as those that play a role in the maintenance of a relationship, even when it is 

severely dysfunctional, as shown by the evidence in various clinical studies (see Di Napoli et al., 2019; 

Gennari et al., 2018).  

Relatedness is one of the constructs that have been most frequently studied with regard to relation-

ships involving couples, possibly because in some areas it overlaps with other constructs, for instance, at-

tachment (see, for example, Knee et al., 2002; La Guardia & Patrick, 2008). Nevertheless, as far as the 

application of the SDT to close relationships and, more specifically, to romantic relationships is concerned, 

we are not aware of any research into the satisfaction of individual partners’ needs with regard to marriage 

or cohabitation.  
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MARRIAGE AND COHABITATION: DO THEY MEET THE SAME NEEDS? 

 

The studies investigating the satisfaction of individuals’ needs as a result of the transition to a 

coresidential partnership (marriage or cohabitation) have mostly focused on well-being, and thus, on how 

psychological needs are affected (Evans & Kelley, 2004; Gennari & Tamanza, 2018; Lee & Ono, 2012; 

Patrick et al., 2007). These studies have not always led to unanimous results: some, in fact, have revealed 

that married couples report higher levels of well-being than cohabitants (see, e.g., Brown, 2000; Hansen et 

al., 2007; Horwitz & White, 1998; Jackson, 2010; Soons et al., 2009; Stanley et al., 2010; Stutzer & Frey, 

2006), while others have not found any differences between the two types of status (see, e.g., Blekesaune, 

2016; Musick & Bumpass, 2012; Næss et al., 2015; Perrelli-Harris et al., 2019). Other studies found that 

marriage and cohabitation can lead to varying degrees of well-being depending on the culture in which they 

occur (see, e.g., Perrelli-Harris et al., 2019; Puur et al., 2012; Soon & Kalmijn, 2009).  

Studies on this subject compare marriage and cohabitation mainly by focusing on five closely-re-

lated issues: institutional and cultural aspects (Cherlin, 2004; Georgas et al., 2006; Nock, 2005; Wiik et al., 

2012); social roles (Davis et al., 2007; Forste & Fox, 2012; Vergauwen et al., 2017); social support (Nock, 

1995; Reneflot & Mamelund, 2012; Waite & Gallagher, 2000); commitment (Kline et al., 2004; Rhoades et 

al., 2009; Stanley et al., 2010); and socio-structural variables (Berrington et al., 2015; Killewald & Gough, 

2013; Koops et al., 2017; Layard, 2011; Perelli-Harris et al., 2019; Sorokowski et al., 2017). 

 

 

Institutional and Cultural Aspects 

 

Institutional and cultural aspects, such as the health and welfare system in a country, its family 

policies, the meaning attached to marriage, the level of social acceptance of cohabitation, and the number of 

people cohabiting (Heuveline & Timberlake, 2004; Perrelli-Harris et al., 2019; Soons & Kalmijn, 2009), as 

well as factors relating to gender roles and religious norms (Lee & Ono, 2012), may all influence the attrac-

tiveness of marriage or cohabitation: for example, there may be a change in the reference values that younger 

individuals are exposed to with respect to the meaning attached to being a couple, or marriage may have 

been devalued as an institution (Hiekel et al., 2014; Poortman & Mills, 2012). Marriage sanctions a number 

of rights and obligations concerning the individual partners, their children, and society in general (Cherlin, 

2004). Furthermore, in most countries, marriage is more institutionalized than cohabitation and, for this rea-

son, laws regarding marriage are clearer than those relating to cohabitation (Cohan, 2012; Eggebeen, 2005; 

Manning & Smock, 2005; Nock, 1995; Soons & Kalmijn, 2009). In some cases, given that marriage is con-

sidered a legal commitment, it may provide health insurance for the individuals involved, allowing them to 

feel more relaxed about the future and promoting a sense of well-being in the relationship (Musick & 

Bumpass, 2012). From this perspective, cohabitation may be seen as more “volatile” than marriage (see 

Hsueh et al., 2009). In any case, the results of recent research are in stark contrast with each other. The 

longitudinal study carried out by Soons and Kalmijn (2009) in over 30 European countries revealed that in 

some countries (e.g., Bulgaria, Denmark, Italy, Spain, and the United Kingdom) people report higher levels 

of well-being if they are married while, in other countries (e.g., Cyprus, Estonia, Iceland, the Netherlands, 

Norway, Poland, etc.) the same is true for cohabitation. The same authors found that the gap in the degree of 

well-being between married and cohabiting couples living in the same country was inversely proportional to 

the extent to which cohabitation was institutionalized in that country. 
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Social Roles 

 

Marriage implies the assumption of social roles (including those that the society in question may 

expect of the individuals involved) and there are precise rules for each role (Ferree, 1990). In addition to 

these rules and a set of accordingly appropriate behaviors, the institution of marriage also provides a frame-

work of meaning within which the individual partners find legitimation for a variety of everyday actions 

(Davis et al., 2007). On the contrary, these social roles do not apply to cohabitation and therefore the stability 

of the union is not guaranteed in the same way (Cohan & Kleinbaum, 2002; Molgora et al., 2014; Reneflot 

& Mamelund, 2012). In particular, Yucel (2018) found that cohabiting partners are faced with a larger num-

ber of negotiations over their roles in the relationship and are generally less satisfied than married couples. 

The fact that there may also be some degree of conflict between the partners concerning the balance of work 

and family responsibilities might also diminish the couple’s satisfaction with the relationship (see also Ryser 

& Le Goff, 2015). The fulfillment of practical responsibilities, including domestic chores, differentiates the 

two statuses: married people tend to be more aware of the importance of providing support (e.g., emotional, 

informational, and instrumental support) and social companionship than cohabitants are (Soulsby & Bennet, 

2017). The prevailing context in terms of religion may also heavily influence the decision to get married 

rather than cohabit. Some research (Gennari et al., 2017; Giuliani & Gennari, 2014; Giuliani et al., 2017; 

Kiernan, 2000) has shown that those who belong to religious communities are more likely to choose marriage 

than cohabitation. 

 

 

Social Support 

 

There are two aspects related to social support: on the one hand, spouses are required to provide for 

each other’s need for intimacy, companionship, and interaction, while on the other hand, they also need to 

establish connections with a broader network including friends, family, and the members of their social con-

text (Alfieri & Lanz, 2015; Cutrona et al., 2005; Musick & Bumpass, 2012; Umberson et al., 2010). Some 

scholars have found that social support is lower for cohabiting couples than for married couples due to the 

lack of institutional norms and a low cultural diffusion of cohabitation (Liefbroer & Dourleijn, 2006; Waite 

& Gallagher, 2000). In other literature on the subject (e.g., Soulsby & Bennett, 2017), there is evidence that 

cohabiting couples have fewer expectations of social support compared to those they would have if they were 

married. Furthermore, it appears that cohabiters maintain a more independent social network and are less 

reliant on their partner for social support and social engagement. Cherlin (2004) emphasized that the sym-

bolic nature of marriage (usually celebrated in the presence of relatives and friends in religious or civil insti-

tutions) creates an “enforceable trust” (p. 136). In general, marriage, with respect to cohabitation, represents 

a sense of satisfaction and personal fulfillment for many people, especially those tied to traditional, religious 

values and symbolic meanings (Berrington et al., 2015; Ryser & Le Goff, 2018). 

 

 

Commitment 

 

This factor pertains to the assumption of a mutual engagement in the union and a reciprocal respon-

sibility for it, both of which represent the “glue” that facilitates long-term investments in terms of physical, 

psychological, and material investment. This ensures that individual interests are deferred in favor of the 
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couple’s interests (Stanley et al., 2004), an aspect that, in the long run, can produce self-definition and well-

being (Doss et al., 2009; Soons & Kalmjin, 2009; Stanley et al., 2010; Willoughby et al., 2012). Cohabitants 

are often less committed to their relationship (Marcussen, 2005; Niehuis et al., 2015; Nock, 1995; Poortman 

& Mills, 2012) and report lower levels of well-being (Brown & Booth, 1996; Rhoades et al., 2012). Moreo-

ver, studies have indicated that people who cohabit with the aim of marrying in the future are more committed 

and satisfied with their partners and the relationship itself compared to cohabitants who have no intention of 

marrying (Murrow & Shi, 2010; Rhoades et al., 2009; Stanley et al., 2004; Vaculík, & Jedrzejczyková, 2009; 

Willoughby et al., 2012). The perspective of marriage makes people feel more involved in and connected to 

the relationship and results in better relationships. 

 

 

Socio-Structural Variables 

 

Many studies have found evidence that any decisions concerning marriage or cohabitation seem to 

be associated with certain socio-structural variables such as gender, level of income, standard of education, 

and social status (Berrington et al., 2015; Killewald & Gough, 2013; Koops et al., 2017; Layard, 2011; 

Perelli-Harris et al., 2019). For example, financial precariousness might lead people to postpone marriage 

and so choose cohabitation in the meantime (Hiekel et al., 2014) and women increasigly investing in their 

own career development may negatively affect their orientation toward the prospect of marriage (Huang et 

al., 2011). A recent cross-national study (Perrelli-Harris et al., 2019) comparing the United Kingdom, Aus-

tralia, Germany, and Norway shows that the choice to cohabit depends on the financial and health situation 

of the partners concerned, in particular for women and disadvantaged people — confirmation of the evidence 

found in the literature emphasizing the symbolic and idealistic representation of marriage for women 

(Soulsby & Bennett, 2017) and the stability and security associated with it (Berrington et al., 2015). With 

regard to gender differences, the literature on the subject is not unanimous. While there are many studies 

indicating that marriage is more advantageous for men than for women (Killewald & Gough, 2013; Robles 

et al., 2014; Williams, 2003), other research has shown that both men and women benefit from being married 

(Blekesaune, 2016; for a review, see Waite & Gallagher, 2000). Moreover, compared to men, women appear 

to be more oriented toward marriage because they are more susceptible to the social disapproval associated 

with cohabitation (Huang et al., 2011) and more influenced by the social beliefs linked to their role in a 

partnership (Willoughby & Belt, 2016).   

 

 

MARRIAGE AND COHABITATION IN BULGARIA: CURRENT TRENDS 

 

A number of studies on how couples in Bulgaria manage their relationship have revealed that the 

current context is characterized by a gradual decrease in the number of marriages and an increase in cohabi-

tation, to the point that the latter is the preferred living arrangement among young people. Authors such as 

Koytcheva (2005) and Kovacheva (2012) believe that there are historical and social aspects that explain the 

decline in the number of marriages over the last 20 years. First of all, there has been a tendency for the 

number of weddings to decrease and the number of people cohabiting to increase due to the lack of stability 

with regard to employment and, consequently, financial resources, causing people to be less inclined to invest 

in a long-term commitment such as marriage. Secondly, the increase in cohabitation as a preferred living 

arrangement is probably also due to the profound changes resulting from the fall of communism. This has 
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led to an increase in the influence of Western values and habits in turn leading to an extensive alteration in 

the attitudes and representations attached to relationships both within the family and for couples. Ethnicity 

has also had a certain influence on the increase in the number of people cohabiting. The Roma are present in 

significant numbers in Bulgaria and are the group showning a greater tendency to cohabit, both because 

Roma women become mothers at a very early age without necessarily getting married, and because it has 

always been very difficult for Roma people to obtain authorization for a civil marriage, the only form of 

union recognized by the Bulgarian state since 1945. From this perspective, we understand why cohabitation 

has been a consolidated practice for a long time in this community — established even before the collapse 

of communism (Koytcheva, 2005; Kostova, 2007). 

A study (Home et al., 2010) researching the transition into a coresidential union (either married or 

cohabitation) has shown that Bulgarian citizens are more likely to decide to cohabit. In fact, Bulgaria ranks 

third after Estonia and East Germany, even after personal background, civil status, and standard of education 

have been accounted for. Furthermore, in Bulgaria, the probability of people getting married by the age of 

35 is 41%, which is less than other Eastern European countries such as Russia, Romania, Hungary, and 

Poland. However, the probability of people deciding to cohabit is 63%, which is the highest percentage in 

the group of countries considered in the study. Interestingly, Bulgaria has had a strong tradition of cohabita-

tion (alongside East Germany and Estonia) since the 1940s with more than 40% of women beginning their 

first more binding union with a period of cohabitation before marrying and in the last 20 years this figure has 

reached 80% (Puur et al., 2012). Some authors explain this as being a socially accepted custom in Bulgaria 

given that most young couples typically begin by living together, usually in the household of one of the two 

sets of parents. This usually quite quickly leads to marriage: until the late 1980s, approximately 80% of first 

partnerships that began with cohabitation were converted to marriage during the first year of union (Hoem 

& Kostova, 2008). Bulgaria today, compared to other Eastern European countries, reports the youngest age 

for people entering into cohabitation and marriage (Hoem et al., 2010; Pamporov, 2008), despite the fact that 

the average age for first coresidential union has recently increased for all of the three major ethnic groups in 

the country (Bulgarian, Roma, and Turkish) going from 22.8 to 24.6 years for men and from 20.1 to 22.1 

years for women (Kostova, 2007; Philipov & Jasilioniene, 2008).  

Another interesting aspect in the literature regards the perceived quality of the relationship. Studies 

have tended to distinguish between cohabiters who intend to marry from those who do not and the motivation 

of the individual partners has been found to affect their own and their partner’s satisfaction with the relation-

ship (Brown, 2003, 2004). In Wiik et al.’s research (2012), the results relating to Bulgaria surprisingly 

showed no differences between the two samples with regard to satisfaction with the relationship. Hiekel et 

al. (2014) identified a number of potential meanings relating to cohabitation and marriage in today’s Bul-

garia. The authors explained how cohabitation represents a real alternative to marriage which is now consid-

ered an old-fashioned and outdated institution by 32.3% of the population; in fact, another 26.8% conceive 

marriage only as a conformist choice, that, though faithful to traditions, is rarely appreciated or valued. 

Moreover, only 16% of the Bulgarian respondents viewed cohabitation as a prelude to marriage while finan-

cial hardship was perceived as a hindrance to marriage by 9.6% of the respondents.  

Regarding gender, Krasteva and Marinova-Schmidt (2006) reported that, in Bulgaria, when social-

ism played a decisive role in creating a new type of family configuration, the equality between man and 

woman was strengthened. The communist ideology resulted in more women working and their earning ca-

pacity was a critical factor in terms of their role in the family. Women continued to be housekeepers and 

child carers in addition to working and in some cases became the social and financial head of the family. 
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This shift in the distribution of family power is a significant characteristic of the modern family in Bulgaria 

today, and husbands and wives live in a union typified by equality. 

 

 

THE PRESENT STUDY 

 

In light of the previous literature on the subject, the aim of the present paper is threefold: 1) to 

investigate how people’s needs change in the transition from the condition of singleness or in a non-

coresidential relationship to a coresidential union involving cohabitation or marriage; 2) to distinguish be-

tween the effects in terms of satisfaction of psychological needs of cohabiting or being married as opposed 

to being single or in a non-coresidential relationship; and, finally, 3) whether the effects addressed in the 

previous point are gender-specific, to wit, whether men benefit more or less than women from the transition 

to cohabitation or marriage. In order to achieve this goal, the SDT was adopted as the framework. 

In terms of the relationships between partners, Bulgaria stands out among other European countries 

in a number of specific issues. First of all, in Bulgaria, there is a certain tradition of cohabitation, a form of 

union that is historically established and has been in existence for decades alongside marriage. Furthermore, 

romantic relationships between two partners are characterized by a particular egalitarianism, with women 

playing an important role within the family and in society since the period of communism. Both these factors 

make it interesting to investigate any differences in the specificities attributed to marriage compared to co-

habitation, assuming that in Bulgaria there prevails a degree of indifference in people’s attitude to these two 

forms of union due to their diffusion and acceptance. A greater understanding of the psychological needs 

met by cohabitation and marriage in today’s Bulgaria would therefore be extremely useful. 

 

 

Research Hypotheses 

 

Based on the literature review, three hypotheses can be formulated.  

Hypothesis 1. Entering into a coresidential union (cohabitation or marriage) is expected to decrease 

autonomy: we may imagine that people who start living with their partner or who get married between the 

two waves of the study will be less autonomous because, although the feeling of security increases for older 

people, individual autonomy is limited by the presence of a partner. Furthermore, getting married between 

the two waves of the interviews is expected to reduce autonomy more than cohabitation, given that marriage 

is considered to be a more binding form of union. We anticipate this effect to be stronger for women than for 

men in both cases.  

Hypothesis 2. Both marriage and cohabitation are expected to improve relatedness because in each 

form of union both partners bring family and friends with them into the relationship with the result of a 

balanced increase in the network around the couple. We hypothesize that there will be no gender differences. 

Hypothesis 3. Marriage and cohabitation are both expected to improve competence in the three years 

following the beginning of the coresidential union. In this case, no differences in effects are expected between 

the two different types of union or between the genders.  
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METHOD 

 

Participants and Procedure 

 

The data used in this study come from a survey carried out in Bulgaria entitled “The Impact of 

Social Capital and Coping Strategies on Reproductive and Marital Behavior,”1 sponsored by the Max Planck 

Institute for Demographic Research in Rostock, Germany. The survey investigated the impact of the signif-

icant economic, cultural, social, and institutional changes that affected the Bulgarian society during the tran-

sition to an open market economy. In particular, it explored topics connected to young people reaching adult-

hood and family formation as well as gathering information on the respondents’ social and financial back-

ground. The survey also explored the attitudes, value orientations, religious beliefs, and social capital of the 

individuals interviewed. The first wave of the survey was undertaken in 20022 and considered family for-

mation and the decision to have children. The dataset was representative of Bulgarians of reproductive age 

and included 10,003 respondents aged 18-34, equally distributed by gender. In the second wave of the winter 

of 2005/2006, 7,481 respondents from the first wave were re-interviewed. Based on propensity score match-

ing, our analysis only includes a subsample of individuals, namely, the 2,557 respondents who were single 

or in a non-coresidential relationship at the time of the first wave and decided to cohabit or get married in 

the meantime. The aim was to investigate whether the change in relationship had resulted in any changes in 

levels of autonomy, relatedness, and competence. The decision to use the above-mentioned survey was due 

to the fact that the data is of high quality and there is a relatively low attrition rate between the two waves. 

As a result, this set of data, together with the Generations and Gender Survey (GGS), represents the most 

recent and important source of longitudinal data relating to Bulgaria that specifically focuses on family for-

mation with a sample of 10,000 interviewees. Considering that the specific purpose of the present paper waves 

was to focus on life events that occurred between the two waves, the large sample size was essential because it 

enabled us to obtain robust estimates. The participants’ socio-demographic characteristics are summarized in 

Table 1. Table 2 describes aspects relating to the dynamics of couples’ relationships in the period between the 

first and second waves. 

As we can see in Table 2, the total sample size considered for the propensity score analysis was 

2,557; 77.28% of the sample was single or in a non-coresidential relationship at the time of the first interview 

and did not get married or start cohabiting between the waves (those who lived apart but were in a relationship 

were considered in this category as well); 9.81% began a cohabitation without getting married between the 

two interviews, while 12.91% got married; among these, we considered those who were together but living 

apart in the first interview round and had subsequently decided to live together and then to get married before 

being interviewed for the second time. 

 

 

Measures 

 

Autonomy. Autonomy pertains to the feeling of being completely in control of one’s actions, behav-

ior, and destiny. This was measured using a five-point scale item worded as follows: “I have little influence 

over my fate,” to which possible answers were 1 = definitely yes, 2 = somewhat yes, 3 = neither yes nor no, 

4 = somewhat no, and 5 = definitely no. Following the procedure established by Bühler (2008), we dichoto-

mized the five-point scales into two categories, grouping positive responses in the first category and negative  
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TABLE 1 

Descriptive statistics for the initial sample in terms of the variables used in the propensity score matching 

 

Categorical variables Percentage of each category 

Gender  

Males 47.9% 

Females 52.1% 

Past partnerships  

Yes 61.4% 

No 38.6% 

Age  

18-24 37.0% 

25-29 33.3% 

30-34 29.7% 

Income in the household   

Household Income 1st quartile 32.8% 

Household Income 2nd quartile 21.2% 

Household Income 3rd quartile 35.1% 

Household Income 4th quartile 11.0% 

Employment status  

Does not work or study 34.2% 

Studies, does not work 6.9% 

Works for a private firm 46.0% 

Works for a state firm 12.9% 

Marital Status  

Not living with a partner 40.9% 

Married 38.0% 

Cohabiting 21.1% 

Education  

Elementary or less 22.8% 

Secondary 60.7% 

Higher 16.5% 

Father’s Education  

Elementary or less 33.1% 

Secondary 52.8% 

Higher 14.0% 

Mother’s Education  

Elementary or less 33.8% 

Secondary 52.2% 

Higher 15.0% 

Religion/beliefs   

Religious 54.2% 

Not religious 45.8% 

Numerical variables Mean 

Number of children at 1st wave 0.800 

Number of Siblings 1.363 
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TABLE 2 

Descriptive statistics for individuals included in the subsample analyzed 

 

  n % 

Respondents who remained single or in a non-coresidential relationship between the two waves 1,976 77.28 

Respondents who got married between the two waves 330 12.91 

Respondents who started a non-marital cohabitation between the two waves 251 9.81 

Total 2,557 100 

 

 

and neutral responses in the second. The item was recoded so that low scores indicated low autonomy levels 

and high scores high autonomy levels. Finally, autonomy was recoded into a dummy variable (1 = high 

autonomy, corresponding to scores from 3 to 5 on the original scale, and 0 = low autonomy, corresponding 

to 1 and 2 on the original scale).  

Relatedness. Relatedness was construed as the connections the couple have with family and friends 

and their social circles and, therefore, the social support they receive. This was measured on a five-point 

scale worded as follows: “During the past month, have you ever felt lonely or distant from other people?” 

Possible answers to the item were: 1 = definitely yes, 2 = somewhat yes, 3 = neither yes nor no, 4 = somewhat 

no, and 5 = definitely no. Also in this case, we followed the previous strategy, generating a dummy variable 

which was coded 1 if an individual showed a high degree of relatedness (corresponding to values of 3, 4, and 

5 for the original item) and 0 if the respondent showed low relatedness scores (corresponding to values of 1 

and 2 for the original item), according to Bühler’s procedure (2008). 

Competence. Competence refers to the perception of oneself as efficacious in managing one’s living 

arrangements. Competence was measured using the item “How much control do you feel you will have over 

your situation with regard to living arrangements in the next two years?,” with Likert scale answers (1 = 

none at all, 2 = little, 3 = some, 4 = quite a lot, 5 = a great deal). Likewise, the variable was recoded to create 

two possible categories: 1= some (3), quite a lot (4), a great deal (5) of control over one’s living arrangements, 

and 0 = little (2) or no control (1). 

 

 

Data Analysis 

 

The aim of the empirical analysis was to identify the impact on individual psychological needs of 

the type of coresidential union (marriage or cohabitation) formed, in terms of autonomy, relatedness, and 

competence. In order to measure the effects of marriage and cohabitation, we compared the scores of those 

who were single or in a non-coresidential relationship at the time of the first interview and had started to 

cohabit or got married before the second interview with the scores of those who were not in a coresidential 

union at the time of the first interview and had not changed their partnership status in the time-span between 

the two waves.  

The type of analysis carried out did not allow us to assess the impact of cohabitation or marriage 

with a distinction between the three major ethnic groups present in Bulgaria due to the reduced size of the 

sample. We focused, therefore, on the effects of cohabitation and marriage with a differentiation between 

genders. 



 

 

6
3

-8
2

  
©

 2
0

1
8
 C

ises 

B
rin

k
h

o
f, M

. W
. G

., P
ro

d
in

g
er, B

., 

&
 S

ab
arieg

o
, C

. 
V

alid
atio

n
 an

d
 eq

u
atin

g
  

o
f M

H
I-5

 v
ersio

n
s 

TPM Vol. 28, No. 4, December 2021 

485-503   

© 2021 Cises 

 

Alfieri, S., Gennari, M. L.,  

& Sironi, E. 
Marriage or cohabitation? 

 

495 

In particular, we assumed that there were two potential outcomes for each individual at the end of 

the panel observation in terms of psychological needs. These were: 𝑌1𝑖
𝑡+𝛥𝑡 if the individual had started a union 

(marriage or cohabitation in two separate models) between the two waves and 𝑌0𝑖
𝑡+𝛥𝑡 if they had not. 

The impact of starting a coresidential union on each respondent in terms of their scores for 

autonomy, relatedness, and competence was 𝑌1𝑖
𝑡+𝛥𝑡 ‒ 𝑌0𝑖

𝑡+𝛥𝑡. Because this is a specific variable for each 

individual, Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983) suggested focusing on quantity, here 𝐸 ⌊𝑌1𝑖
𝑡+𝛥𝑡  ‒ 𝑌0𝑖

𝑡+𝛥𝑡 ⃒ 𝑇𝑖  =  1 ⌋, which 

in empirical literature is defined as the average treatment effect (ATE). In the case of the present study, this 

refers to the expected difference in the outcomes of each individual i depending on whether they had started 

a coresidential union or remained single/in a non-coresidential relationship. The ATE measures the effect, in 

a causal inference setting, on each individual of starting to live with a partner.  

Ti (treatment) is a dichotomous variable which is coded 1 if an individual, who was single or in a 

non-coresidential relationship during the first wave, got married or started cohabiting between the two waves, 

and coded 0 if they did not (see Table 2). Heckman (1997) proposed restricting the analysis only to those who 

were actually eligible for treatment. Hence, the main quantity of interest is:  

            (1) 

ATT (average treatment effect on treated) is the average treatment effect on treated subjects, namely, 

the mean effect of treatment on the items of interest only for those who started their coresidential union in 

some form in the interim. In this way, the quantity expressed as 𝐸 ⌊𝑌0𝑖
𝑡+𝛥𝑡 ⃒ 𝑇𝑖  =  1 ⌋ is unobservable because 

only one of the potential outcomes can be observed for each individual. A possible solution to this problem 

was to consider the difference between the treated (those who entered a union) and untreated (those who 

remained single or in a non-coresidential union) groups: 

   (2) 

This assumes that there is no selection bias — those who got married or started a cohabitation have 

been randomly selected so that the two groups may be considered comparable for all other relevant observ-

ables. However, this assumption is not realistic because the two groups are different in terms of both observ-

able and non-observable characteristics. Hence, identification of the ATT in Equation 1 is feasible if we 

compute the expected values conditionally on a vector of covariates2 that summarizes all of the differences 

between the treated and control groups; this requires the imposition of mean independence (Smith & Todd, 

2005), that is:  

          (3) 

There is a second issue when dealing with ATT estimates: the difficulty in finding individuals with 

identical values for vector X when the covariates are many or continuous. 

Rosenbaum and Rubin (1983) proposed a matching based on a univariate quantity called a propen-

sity score which is the conditional probability of receiving the treatment given X:  

              (4) 

Matching individuals with the same propensity score is the same as comparing them on vector X, 

together with the advantage that an estimate of the propensity score is easily obtained by means of a simple 

logistic regression. Therefore, the ATT can be formalized as: 

          (5) 

The variables used as covariates of vector X are listed in Table 1. The method illustrated above was 

applied to all of the respondents. Because we needed to obtain sample estimates of ATT, we could not match 

individuals with equal values for the propensity score. Therefore, we had to implement matching algorithms 

 p(Xi
t) =   t

ii XTP |1=
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(Leuven & Sianesi, 2003) in order to overcome the problem and compare similar respondents. In this frame-

work, we implemented nearest neighbor matching, which consists of comparing each treated unit i, that is, 

the men and women who had started a coresidential union between the two interviews, with the closest 

control unit in terms of propensity score, namely, individuals who remained single between the two waves. 

In this case, the following applied:  

   (6) 

where N1 indicates the number of units that entered a union in the interval between the two rounds 

of the interviews, and wij represents a sample weight for control units used in the matching procedure and is 

usually equal to one.  

 

 

Results 

 

As we can see from Table 3, the pattern relating to the answers by the men was more positive than 

that for the women. With respect to autonomy, 67.3% of men perceived a high level of autonomy (compared 

to a value of about 64% for women). The women satisfied their need for relatedness in 82.9% of cases 

compared to 90.8% of the men. Finally, competence was generally higher among the males than the females 

(69.2% vs. 64.7%).  

 

TABLE 3 

Descriptive statistics for autonomy, relatedness, and competence at Wave 2 

 

 Autonomy Relatedness Competence 

Males 67.3% 90.8% 69.2% 

Females 64.0% 82.9% 64.7% 

Difference (males-females) + 3.3%** + 7.9%*** + 4.5%** 

Note. ** p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

 

Table 4 shows the differences (after propensity score matching) in the satisfaction of psychological 

needs between those individuals who got married or started cohabiting in the period between the two survey 

waves and those who remained single or had not started a coresidential relationship. More specifically, being 

part of a couple influenced the scores for autonomy, relatedness, and competence, but the degree and direc-

tion of the effect varied depending on gender and the coresidential union type. Marriage seems to be con-

nected to a decrease in autonomy compared to singles or to people who live apart together only in the case 

of the females. More specifically, the scores for the women who got married between the two waves indicate 

a decrease of about 12% in positive responses compared to the responses they gave before their status 

changed. Conversely, starting a non-marital cohabitation does not seem to have had any effect on the scores 

for autonomy for either females or males. If we look at the effect of coresidential relationship on relatedness, 

the ATT scores for both marriage and cohabitation were statistically significant for both females and males. 

However, marriage positively influenced the scores for relatedness for both genders (females: +21% and 

males: +14.7%), while cohabitation only had a positive effect for the male subsample (females: ‒14.5% vs. 

males: +21.1%). Finally, competence was also affected by the decision to start a coresidential union: both 
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males and females reported more competence if they got married while cohabitation did not affect their 

competence scores. 

 

TABLE 4 

Propensity score estimates for the effects of starting a coresidential union on individual psychological 

needs (autonomy, relatedness, and competence) 

 
 

Autonomy Relatedness Competence 

Marriage 
Males n.s. +14.7%*** +11.9%* 

Females ‒11.8%** +21.0%*** +12.6%* 

Cohabitation 
Males n.s. +21.1%*** n.s. 

Females n.s. ‒14.6%* n.s. 

Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. ***p < .001. 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The literature on the subject has emphasized the importance of studying psychological needs as the 

satisfaction of these needs is a necessary antecedent to well-being (Patrick et al., 2007). With regard to the 

present study, a preliminary observation concerns the status of the couples in the period of time investigated: 

most of those (77.28%) who were not in a coresidential partnership at the time of the first wave of data 

collection had maintained their status without marrying or starting to live with a partner between the two 

waves of data collection.  

Against this background, the results of the study indicate that, compared to remaining single or 

being in a non-coresidential union, getting married is connected to a decline in autonomy but an increase in 

competence and relatedness for women. The traditional social role for women in Bulgaria might provide a 

rationale for this result if one takes into account that women tend to feel that their psychological needs are 

satisfied by marriage even though they experience a lower degree of autonomy compared to men (Berrington 

et al., 2015; Pamporov, 2008). This partially supports Hypothesis 1. In any case, this result is only statistically 

significant for marriage and is limited to the female subsample. With regard to autonomy, women’s percep-

tions seem to be highly affected by the traditional division of roles according to gender. Taking care of the 

house and doing the chores is still predominantly women’s burden and responsibility and this probably re-

sults in them feeling less autonomous (Wiik et al., 2012). Probably for the same reason, marriage does not 

impact men’s autonomy: husbands traditionally maintain the same independence and autonomy they had 

before getting married.  

When a couple gets married, relatedness increases for both genders. In the case of cohabitation, 

however, this occurs only for males, while in females it decreases. This result partially supports Hypothesis 

2. While the status of being married enables women to feel less alone — and thus more connected to their 

own friends and family — for males this also happens in cohabitation. This finding might be attributable to 

the social norms pertaining to gender which prevail in the culture we observed. In line with findings from 

research on the subject (see, for example, Huang et al., 2011), it may be hypothesized that, within a tradi-

tionalistic society such as Bulgaria, support and social approval are connected to marriage for women. Con-

versely, cohabitation entails fewer social and financial responsibilities for men allowing them more time to 

build social relationships (Jasilioniene & Philipov, 2008).  
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In general, feelings of competence increased as a result of couples changing from being unpartnered 

or in a non-coresidential union to being married, while this was not the case when the couple decided to 

cohabit. These results partially support Hypothesis 3. Nevertheless, it appears that the way a coresidential 

relationship is built does matter; more specifically, competence refers to the ability to function effectively in 

the environment, significantly this only applies to marriage, irrespective of gender. This result seems to be 

consistent with findings from previous research (Brines & Joyner, 1999; Cherlin, 2000) which found evi-

dence that cohabiting couples are more aware of the risks of making joint investments, both in financial and 

psychological terms, and thus less amenable to and capable of managing their living arrangements (Poortman 

& Mills, 2012). 

The presence of a number of different ethnic groups in Bulgaria (i.e., Bulgarians, Roma, and Turks) 

and the fact that it is still a country with strong family traditions might explain why the results of the present 

research are different, also considering that cohabitation in Bulgaria is almost always taken to represent part 

of the passage toward marriage (Hoem & Kostova, 2008). In this respect, according to the traditions of the 

Roma, for example, couples usually get married after the birth of a child (Jasilioniene & Philipov, 2008; 

Pamporov, 2008) and young people tend to seek fulfillment in their work before getting married (Hoem et 

al., 2010; Krasteva & Marinova-Schmidt, 2006). 

The present work has some limitations suggesting that caution is required in the interpretation of 

the results. The first and most important regards the use of single items to assess levels of autonomy, relat-

edness, and competence. Although a growing corpus of research uses single items to investigate complex 

constructs based on the assumption that they are highly representative of scales composed of numerous items 

(see, e.g., Blekesaune, 2016; Campbell et al., 1976; Sandvik et al., 1993; Wiik et al., 2009), it would none-

theless be necessary to apply additional instruments to investigate to what degree psychological needs are 

satisfied by marriage and cohabitation. The use of single items, in fact, means that it is not possible to collect 

information about the reliability of the indicators. A second limitation concerns the analysis and empirical 

methodology employed. The literature (i.e., Rosenbaum, 2002) has shown that propensity score matching 

provides accurate estimates by reducing the selection bias due to the observable variables but, of course, it 

does not consider unobserved variables. For this reason, these results may not be robust in relation to unob-

served variables. An additional limitation is represented by the presence of a dropout rate between the two 

rounds of the interviews. Although the sample in the first round of interviews is representative of Bulgarians 

of reproductive age, an attrition rate cannot be avoided in a longitudinal study, hence, there may be a selection 

bias with respect to the subsample of people who decided to participate in the second phase, even if the 

attrition rate is quite low (70%). Propensity score matching (which only considers individuals who are similar 

in terms of the probability of receiving treatment) is a suitable procedure that helps to reduce the selection 

bias and to compare sampled and control individuals who are as similar as possible. Nevertheless, even 

though this procedure effectively reduces bias, it cannot eliminate it entirely. Finally, another bias results 

from considering only those who were single or in a non-coresidential relationship at the beginning of the 

analysis. This, however, is due to the fact that the investigation focuses on the effects of the transition from 

a single status or a non-coresidential union to a coresidential union with particular attention paid to the type 

of arrangement — cohabitation or marriage. A further limitation regards the ethnic groups present in Bulgaria 

(i.e., Bulgarians, Roma, and Turks) for whom differentiated analyses would be more appropriate. It was not 

possible to carry out an analysis with this kind of distinction due to the small number of participants. In the 

present study, the subjects were divided between those who got married between the two research waves, 

those who started cohabiting between the two research waves, and those who remained in their condition of 

single or non-coresidential partner. Finally, the literature on the subject suggests that cohabitation needs to 
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be defined more clearly in terms of its status as a form of union because there appear to be many meanings 

and motivations which differentiate the relationships of couples who are cohabiting (Brown et al., 2017; 

Hixson, 2008; Vaculík, & Jedrzejczyková, 2009; Wiik et al., 2009; Willoughby & Belt, 2016). In fact, if 

cohabitation is intended as a prelude to marriage, the oucomes of this research also take on a more under-

standable meaning. In any case, specifying the reason why people decide to cohabit would have made it 

possible to interpret the results of this study in a more precise way.  

Despite these limitations, the results of this study provide an indication that there is a need to rethink 

the complexities and distinctions between the psychological effects of marriage and cohabitation in Bulgaria 

for both genders. There is evidence that both men and women feel that marriage (compared to being single 

or in a non-coresidential partnership) increases their sense of competence. At the same time, however, only 

women appear to believe that marriage offers greater relatedness given that men believe this need to be 

satisfied also by cohabitation. Regarding the need for autonomy, the results suggest that for females marriage 

means a loss of autonomy, probably due to the increase in household duties that marriage entails for them. 

However, the results show that there is a greater gain for women than for men, as indicated in the literature. 

 

 

NOTES 

 

1. Although the first phase may now be considered out of date, no update has been published yet. 

2. In order to establish the correct direction of causality requiring that pre-treatment confounders determine 

cohabitation as the transition to a union between the two waves, the vector of covariates was observed at 

the time of the first interview. The covariates used in the matching procedure are listed with their fre-

quencies in Table 1. They also include the values for psychological needs at the time of the first interview 

in order to compute ATT, with the starting levels of the dependent variables being equal. 
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