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The challenge

“We would like to learn more about anything you may have to share about household formation 
and/or dissolution patterns or changes in household structures in Denmark, or your insights about 
challenges in how to define households, when a household could be considered “born” and when 
it “dies”? “

My attempt at an answer: Households from a historical demographic perspective

• Household as an analytical category in historical demography 
• Challenges in studying household formation and dissolution through historical sources
• Some empirical insights into household formation from our individual level data. 
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1. What is a household? 

UK
"household" is (current definition, from 2011) one person living alone, or a group of people 
(not necessarily related) living at the same address who share cooking facilities and share a 
living room, sitting room or dining area. A household can consist of a single family, more than 
one family or no families in the case of a group of unrelated people.
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/families/
articles/familiesandhouseholdsstatisticsexplained/2021-03-02#families-and-households-
definitions

UN
The household, defined as a group of persons who make common provision of food, shelter 
and other essentials for living, is a fundamental socio-economic unit in human societies.
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/3799696/files/household_size_and_composition_around_th
e_world_2017_data_booklet.pdf

Denmark
Persons resident at the same address, irrespective of family ties. Thus a household may 
comprise more than one family. (Statistics Denmark).
https://www.dst.dk/en/Statistik/emner/borgere/husstande-og-familieforhold/husstande-og-
familier
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Historical households

The concept
- Used but with no specific definition
- Involve co-residence
- Tied to economic activity (a farm, a house, a manor, a workshop)
- Dependent on a head of household
- More focus on families: "coresiding kin who participate in a single domestic economy“ (Skinner 1997)

Analysing families and households from historical individual-level data

- Cross sectional sources: Early focus on average household size and household composition. 



5

Denmark: ~4 
(Johansen 2002)
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(Laslett & Hammet 1972)

Some examples of family types
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Limitations of household/family approaches based on households/families

(Ruggles 2012)
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Historical households

The concept
- Lack of a specific definition in many cases
- Involve co-residence
- Tied to economic activity (a farm, a house, a manor, a workshop)
- Dependent on a head of household
- More focus on families: "coresiding kin who participate in a single domestic economy“ (Skinner 1997)

Analysing families and households from historical individual-level data

- Cross sectional sources: Early focus on average household size and household composition. 

- Limitations of family approach to household formation

- Longitudinal individual level data: new possibilities
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New large-scale historical individual level datasets
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2. Historical households: challenges of indentifying and analyze them

- Families were in fact captured in the original form
- How it has been transcribed
- How it has been interpreted
- How we can follow individuals in and out of them
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Nørregade  1, Odense, 
Census 1880
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Main house, side-
house, middle-
buidling…..

Nr. of families

Person number

Position in the family
(House father, house mother, children, kin, servants, 
lodgers) including title, official busines, occupation….. 
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Coding

Recod linkage
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3. Some thoughts on household formation/disolution based on our empirical individual
historical longitudinal data in Denmark

The edges: 

- Northwestern marriage pattern 

- Extended family over generations

- Non-kin related household

- Divorced household

What do we want to use houeholds for?
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Concluding remarks

- The continued construction of the concept ”household”

- The long journey of construction of ”households” from empirical data

- The new exciting opportunities that individual historical datasets 
provide to contemopary demography issues
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Thank you for your attention

Wanna hear more about us? 
• Search live data on link-lives.dk
• Download our latest release at https://digidata.rigsarkivet.dk/aflevering/14001
• Read about our exciting new Historical Person Register at https://www.rigsarkivet.dk/nyheder/historisk-personregister-udpeget-

som-ny-national-forskningsinfrastruktur-og-stoettes-med-naesten-16-mio/
• Drop me an e-mail at bre@rigsarkivet.dk
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