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Le strutture familiari riflettono e influenzano le dinamiche sociali, economiche e demografiche. Albert
Esteve e Maria Pohl utilizzano il nuovo database CORESIDENCE per esplorare la trasformazione delle
famiglie negli ultimi cinquant’anni. I loro risultati suggeriscono un declino globale della dimensione
media delle famiglie, sebbene le strutture familiari continuino a differire da paese a paese.

Households are core units of social organization and reproduction. Their fundamental characteristics,
namely size and composition, reflect complex socio-economic and demographic changes (Bongaarts,
2001; Therborn, 2004, 2014). For instance, increases in one-person and two-person households at the
expense of larger households might be driven by demographic changes, such as fertility decline or
increased longevity. Household characteristics can have far-reaching implications for housing
markets, intra and inter-household transfers, or gender relations. Studying household size or
composition comparatively and over time allows us to understand how societies change, not only
from a demographic standpoint but also from social and economic perspectives.

Comparative research on households on a global scale has remained relatively scarce due to data
constraints. The newly developed open-access, open-source CORESIDENCE database aids researchers
in filling this gap by providing harmonized household data on the national and subnational scales for
156 countries and 1,511 regions (Galeano et al., 2024), making it possible to study families and
households on an international scale. Family researchers, like those studying fertility and mortality,
can address questions about family change based on the increasing availability of empirical data,
thanks to census microdata available from the Integrated Public Use of Microdata Series (IPUMS) and
survey data from Demographic Health Surveys (DHS), Multiple Indicator Cluster Surveys (MICS), or the
European Labor Force Surveys (EU-LFS). 
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Converging sizes: moving towards smaller households

Despite some definitional differences, households are considered to be suitable units for comparative
research (Bongaarts, 2001). Household size refers to the number of people who are living together in
a dwelling at the time of data collection. It differs substantially across countries as it reflects their
diverse fertility levels (Figure 1). However, it is also determined by social norms and customs
governing family-formation processes, such as norms for establishing a new, separate household
upon marriage. 

Households are, on average, smallest in some East Asian countries and in Europe. Denmark leads this
group, with an average household size of 1.8 people. The largest households, on average, can be
found in Sub-Saharan Africa and among countries of the Arabian Peninsula and Central Asia, reaching
a maximum of 8.4 people per household in Senegal, for example. The vast majority of the world’s
population (around 83 percent) lives in countries with an average household size of between 2.3 and
5 persons. 

Household size has declined quite steadily over the past five decades, by approximately 0.5 people
per decade. When average household size in a country falls to around two, the rate of decline slows
down: countries with comparatively large households and high fertility levels will likely drive any
further decline in average household size. Shrinking households in contexts with relatively small
households might suggest an increase in one-person households, driven by young adults who
postpone their transition to adulthood or by older adults, such as women who live alone after the
death of a partner. However, households do not shrink in all contexts: socio-economic conditions may
foster intergenerational coresidence or alternative household configurations that could, at least
partially, counteract the reduction in household size due to fertility decline. Moreover, some countries
(e.g. Senegal) have maintained large households despite demographic changes. 

Divergent structures: the roles of children and other relatives 

The internal structure of a household is called household composition. This structure is based on a
reference person in the household, commonly referred to as the household head or reference person
in survey and census data. Household composition varies in response to demographic changes, such
as a decline in fertility or changes in family and relationship forms, such as living-apart-together or



intergenerational coresidence (Furstenberg, 2019). Household composition further reflects the age
structure of a population: the number of children and adults available in a society for distribution
across households differs according to the underlying age composition of the population. 

Fertility decline is a core driver of shrinking household size. However, across many contexts, the
presence of other relatives of the household head is another crucial component of household
composition. If the number of children in the household declines but the presence of other relatives
remains stable, their relative weight in the household may increase, with possible implications for
care transfers, decision-making processes, and family dynamics. 

Figure 2 highlights the decline in children in the household (upper panel) across all major world
regions. While children are the central driver of global heterogeneity in household size and
composition, another important group contributing to global variation in household size and
composition is that of other relatives (lower panel). In many countries, the presence of other relatives
in absolute numbers has remained relatively unchanged. 

Conclusions 

Family patterns, socio-economic and demographic transformations, and cultural systems influence
the persistent heterogeneity in household composition (Cherlin, 2012). Our results support the
“convergence to divergence” hypothesis, which postulates that future family changes driven by social
phenomena are certain but will produce different outcomes in different contexts (Pesando & GFC
Team, 2019; Therborn, 2004, 2014). Fertility declines increase the prevalence of smaller households,
yet we find persistent internal complexity of households in several countries. Interactions of global
trends such as declining fertility and increasing life expectancy will result in different typologies of
households, depending on the context in which such changes occur. We further anticipate that a
continued decline in fertility rates will lead to smaller households and changes in household
composition due to fewer living relatives available for coresidence. 



The timing and occurrence of life-course events, societal structures, and individual factors drive
variation in household structures. Shifts in transfer patterns, housing demand, gender relations, the
division of labour, and living arrangements are some of the possible implications of changes in
household structures. The CORESIDENCE project investigates these issues by examining links
between households, living arrangements, and related socio-demographic indicators. The project
entails macro- and micro-level analyses across various contexts, data sources, and spatial levels. We
also invite and encourage other researchers to use the CORESIDENCE database.  
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