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 �is study is about commuter partnerships. �e commuter 
partnership is a particular non-standard household arrangement in 
which, for part of the time, one partner lives near his or her work and 
away from the communal family home, because the commuting 
distance is too great to travel on a daily basis. �is study seeks to 
explain the function of a commuter partnership in the life courses of 
couples who opt for this household arrangement and to look into the 
day-to-day experiences of these couples with regard to their working 
and family lives. �e research is of an exploratory nature and it is based 
on in-depth interviews with commuter couples in the Netherlands. 
Results show that most couples view their commuter partnership as a 
temporary solution. �e choice of a commuter partnership can be 
understood as a practical solution for couples and families to balance 
the commitments to work, partnership, family, and residence.

 Marjolijn van der Klis worked on her research into commuter partnerships 
at the Amsterdam Institute for Metropolitan and International Development 
Studies (AMIDSt) of the University of Amsterdam. She currently works on 
research into mobility behaviour at the Social and Cultural Planning Office of 
the Netherlands (SCP).
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Introduction

Interviewer: First I have a general question for you: What was the motive for 
you to start commuting between two residences?
Respondent: The motive was the fact that Delia got this job in Brussels (…) 
and that, if she really wants to do that job properly, it is not possible to com-
mute from Amsterdam.
Interviewer: But did you consider moving to Brussels with the family?
Respondent: No. No, not for a moment. (…) Our youngest daughter is cur-
rently taking her final exams. And at the time when we had to decide what 
to do, our youngest daughter was not willing to move to Brussels, and it was 
the most logical choice that she would finish her school here in Amsterdam. 
In addition, the question would have been in which way we would leave for 
Brussels. Would that imply that we should sell our house in Amsterdam, or 
that we should rent it out, what would we do about that? And what would I 
have to do in Brussels? I would not be sure to find a job there. So, that is actu-
ally something… well, of course the option crossed our minds once or twice, 
like, it is one possibility. And if we wouldn’t have had children, maybe I would 
have thought, like, let me see what I can find over there. But under the circum-
stances it has not really been an issue that we really considered. (Stefan, 51 
years, lawyer)
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1.1 Individual life courses and partnerships in late 
modernity

This study is about commuter partnerships. The commuter partnership is 
a particular non-standard household arrangement in which, for part of the 
time, one partner lives near his or her work and away from the communal 
family home, because the commuting distance is too great to travel on a 
daily basis. 

Although the nuclear family continues to be a dominant family arrange-
ment in the Netherlands, all kinds of new household types have emerged 
and become socially acceptable. There are variations in the composition of 
households and the geographical organization of households and partner-
ships. As a result of the increased divorce rate, we see single-parent families, 
co-parenting families, and patchwork families, and there has been a steady 
growth in single-person households. examples of non-standard geographical 
arrangements are Living-Apart-together (LAt) couples, expatriate families, 
long distance commuters, and international commuters. Another type is the 
commuter partnership; it has also been referred to in the literature as com-
muter marriage (Gerstel & Gross, 1982, 1984; Gross, 1980; Winfield, 1985), 
commuter family (Anderson & spruill, 1993), and dual-location household 
(Green, hogarth & shackleton, 1999a, 1999b). 

The choice of a commuter partnership can be understood as a practical 
solution for couples and families to match the commitments to work, part-
nership, family, and residence of all household members. commuter partner-
ships are a response to conflicting mobility demands within the partnership. 
The need to live apart because of work is not specific to commuter partner-
ships. some occupations have always required periods of marital separation; 
examples are families of navy employees, truck drivers and oilrig workers, 
but also traveling business people and seasonal workers. These occupations 
all require patterned periods of time away from the family residence. in the 
case of commuter partnerships, however, the need to live apart is not caused 
by the occupational specifics. instead, it is a combination of the individual 
commitments of both partners that leads to the choice of two separate resi-
dences. organizing the activities of all the family members in a household 
has become increasingly difficult. This complexity relates to societal changes 
such as the expansion of educational systems, the geographical scaling up 
of the economy, fluctuations in the economic climate, the growth in female 
labor participation, the delay in family formation, and the increase in the 
rates of divorce and partnership dissolution. individualization, which is 
characterized by the ideology that individuals are personally responsible 
for their life course decisions and life plans, adds to the complexities of the 
intra-household matching of the commitments of all household members. 
furthermore, household arrangements can be adjusted over time to meet 
changing circumstances, needs, and preferences (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991; 
sennett, 1998). 
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most of us know from our personal experience how difficult it can be to 
asses what choices to make regarding our work, our partnerships, where to 
live, if and when to have a family, and so on, and how complicated it can be 
to fit our individual preferences with those of our partner. Nevertheless, 
the special characteristic of using two residences as a practical solution in 
matching the various activities is generally still considered an unusual ar-
rangement; especially in terms of the quality of the partnership and family 
life. The question arises, who are these couples and what moves them to 
opt for a commuter partnership? What commitments in the life domains 
of work, family, and residence are crucial in choosing this arrangement? it 
might be assumed that commuter partnerships are primarily dual-career 
couples who give priority to both partners’ occupational careers. At the same 
time, family obligations and attachment to certain residential locations 
should also be taken into account. There are likely to be (gendered) differ-
ences within couples and between different couples in the priorities that 
lead them to this solution. some priorities will be of an individual nature; 
others are likely to be the common interests of the family. The commuter-
partnership arrangement might not benefit both partners equally. 

The choice of a commuter partnership has direct consequences for the 
daily lives of the household members involved. one partner routinely divides 
his or her time between two residences. This division raises issues about 
the roles of both houses in the activity patterns of this commuting partner. 
When one location is specifically related to work, how does this affect the 
ways in which this residence is used? And how does the dual-residence situ-
ation impact on a basic life experience such as the feeling of being at home? 
other important consequences for the daily lives of the household members 
center on the shared residence or family home. in the case of commuter fami-
lies (commuter couples with dependent children in the household), the com-
muter partnership leads to an arrangement in which the family functions as 
a nuclear family for part of the time and as a single-parent family for the rest 
of the time. Thus, the commuter partnership leads by definition to asym-
metries in the division of care responsibilities, which might be gendered, 
but do not necessarily have to be. here, the issue can be raised how these 
families create a work-family balance and what enrichments and sacrifices 
commuter couples experience as a result of this household arrangement.

The societal changes and the rise in individuality that were mentioned 
above have led to a decrease in the continuity of life courses. individual pref-
erences can change over time, but so can the circumstances in which a per-
son operates. external circumstances, such as changing job conditions and 
the termination of job contracts, but also developments in regional housing 
markets, force individuals to reconsider regularly their commitments in the 
different life domains. At the same time, personal circumstances, such as 
health issues, play an important role in making changes in the life course. 
in that sense, the life course has become contingent on various factors. Al-
though commitments impact on the life course for the longer term, regular 



Commuter Partnerships  |Balancing home, family, and distant work

12 | | 13

Introduction

changes and adjustments in the domains of work, family, and residence have 
become a normal part of the life course. The choice of a commuter partner-
ship needs to be explained within this framework of the contingent life 
course. The question arises of what the function of a commuter partnership 
is in the partners’ life courses over time. The time horizons that couples have 
in mind for the duration of their commuter partnership might change and 
the actual durations are likely to depend on the external and the personal 
circumstances that these couples encounter and on their changing prefer-
ences and life plans.

commuter partnerships have not as yet been studied in the Netherlands. 
The limited number of previous studies of this household type have been 
conducted in the UsA or the UK (Anderson & spruill, 1993; Bunker, Zubek 
and colleagues, 1992; Gerstel & Gross, 1982, 1984; Green et al., 1999a, 
1999b; Gross, 1980). A study of commuter partnerships is pertinent, because 
through it we can learn about the functions of non-standard household 
arrangements in the life courses of individuals in the Netherlands. The 
structural changes that have taken place in the Netherlands have created the 
preconditions for all kinds of new household arrangements. contemporary 
household arrangements in general have to be adjusted to the commitments 
of both individual partners. This requirement often leads to complicated 
issues on how to combine the various commitments and daily activity pat-
terns with one shared residential location. furthermore, because the life 
course has become de-standardized, changes in the household arrangement 
over time have become more common. The commuter partnership as a 
non-standard household arrangement can probably provide a solution for 
couples in matching their time-space constraints for certain periods in the 
life course and commuter partnerships may well occur more frequently in 
the future. it is probable that the commuter partnership will be primarily a 
temporary household arrangement, but for some couples it might develop 
into a more stable lifestyle. This study features a longitudinal approach to 
enable the study of the function of commuter partnerships over time. This 
line of research has not previously been followed in the study of commuter 
partnerships.

This study of commuter partnerships adds to our knowledge of intra-
household decision-making about life-course choices. The study takes into 
account the individual preferences of each partner and their common goals 
and interests. in each couple, both partners took part as individual respond-
ents. With this approach, i could look into the black box of intra-household 
decisions and explore how (gendered) differences within households impact 
on life courses and on household arrangements.

A study of commuter partnerships is also of scientific interest, because 
questions about the usual definitions of household and place of residence can 
be addressed. in demography and geography, a univocal link between indi-
vidual, household, and residence is assumed: every individual belongs to one 
household and a household consists of a self-evident number of individuals 
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who live in one main residence. That a person could be a part-time member 
of a household and live in more than one residence is ignored. Knowledge 
about the motivations and daily experiences of those people who do not live 
full time in one shared residence also sheds light on the habits of the major-
ity who do share one residence and household full time.

in the remainder of this chapter, i present the research questions of the 
study and discuss the theoretical framework. The chapter ends with a discus-
sion of the methodological approach applied.

1.2 Research questions

The issues raised in the previous section led to the formulation of the 
main research question addressed in this study: How can the choice of a com-
muter partnership be explained, what are the consequences of a commuter part-
nership arrangement for the daily lives of both partners, and what is the function 
of this household arrangement in partners’ life courses over time?

The main research question has been explored on the basis of sixty 
in-depth interviews with both partners in thirty commuter couples. The 
analysis consists of several parts that are presented as four chapters in this 
thesis. These look into commuter partnerships from different angles. each 
chapter has been accepted for publication or has already been published as 
an article in an international peer-reviewed scientific journal. together, the 
chapters form the complementary research outcomes that provide the basis 
for an answer to the main research question.

chapter two takes up the first segment of the main research question, in 
which i explore how the choice of a commuter partnership can be explained. 
The research questions addressed in chapter two are: To what extent do cou-
ples consider the alternatives of migrating or not migrating as a couple before opt-
ing for a commuter partnership? How are the commitments leading to a commuter 
partnership related to the life domains of work, family and residence? How can the 
choice for a commuter partnership be explained in terms of individual and common 
interests and gender dispositions within the partnership? 

chapters three and four center on the second segment of the main re-
search question: the consequences of a commuter partnership arrangement 
for the daily lives of both partners. in chapter three, the focus is the daily 
life experiences of the commuting partners, who routinely divide their time 
between two residential locations: the residence near the workplace (referred 
to as the commuter residence) and the shared residence in which their part-
ner lives full time (referred to as the communal residence). in this chapter, i 
explore the impact of the dual-residence situation of the commuting partner 
on the experience of home. The research question addressed in chapter three 
is: What is the meaning of the commuter residence for the commuting partner in 
terms of home?

in chapter four, the focus moves to the daily-life experiences of the com-
muter couples who have dependent children living in their household: the 
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commuter families. These household arrangements function as a nuclear 
family part of the time, when the commuting parent is present at the 
communal residence, and as a single-parent family during the days when 
the commuting parent is away for work. in this chapter, i explore how the 
partners create a work-family balance. The research questions addressed in 
chapter four are: What are the strategies of commuter families in balancing work 
and family? What are the differences in terms of gender? What are the sacrifices 
and the enrichments of this specific work-family strategy?

chapter five features the third segment of the main research question: 
the function of the commuter partnership arrangement in partners’ life 
courses over time. for this chapter, all thirty commuter couples took part in 
a follow-up survey several years after the interviews, documenting how their 
household arrangement had developed over time. The research questions 
in this chapter are: What time horizons do couples have in mind for the future 
course of their commuter partnership, and to what extent do these time horizons 
coincide with the actual course? How can continuity or change in couples’ life 
courses explain the development of their household arrangement over time?

in chapter six i report the conclusions drawn from the combined research 
findings of the previous chapters, reflect on the theoretical and methodo-
logical approach, and put forward lines for further research.

1.3 Commuter partnerships and commitments

1.3.1 Commitments in the life course 
in the theoretical background of the research project, the concept of com-

mitment is central (Becker, 1960; Bonney, mccleery & foster, 1999). com-
mitment can be defined as a life choice which has long term consequences that 
are not changeable at all, or only at a high cost (Becker, 1960; feijten, mulder & 
Baizán, 2003; mulder, 2002). The matching of commitments to partners’ jobs 
with commitments to the residential location and commitments regarding 
family life form the basis of the choice of a commuter partnership. This 
choice is regarded as a life-course choice made by couples who would prefer 
to live full time in one shared residence, but who opt for a commuter part-
nership when the benefits outweigh the disadvantages. 

The life-course approach generally focuses on parallel careers that 
develop simultaneously, such as the occupational, educational, residential, 
family, and partnership careers (elder, Kirkpatrick Johson & crosnoe, 
2003). for analytical reasons, these careers can be grouped into several life 
domains. for the study of commuter partnerships, three life domains are 
distinguished: the work domain, including careers in education and occupa-
tion; the household domain, which involves the partnership and family 
careers; and the residential domain, which includes the characteristics of 
the housing career. The work domain involves the choices regarding the 
occupational career that are influenced by potential income, self-fulfillment, 
job location, and so forth. in this domain, for example, a person chooses the 
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number of hours to work and makes job mobility choices. in the household 
domain, people make choices about the time they want to spend together or 
individually, about their family size, and about household arrangements. in 
the residential domain, preferences can change over time according to life 
phases, household needs, lifestyle, and income. 

individuals develop commitments in each domain. A commitment 
made in one domain can have unintended consequences for other domains 
(Willekens, 1991). As a result, commitments can conflict with each other, 
for example when the job requires a person to be away from home frequently 
while also committed to daily family-care responsibilities. some of the lit-
erature points out, however, that commitments in different life domains can 
also bring mutual enrichments, for example when positive experiences in 
the occupational career bring inspiration to the partnership career and vice 
versa (Greenhaus & Beutel, 1985; Greenhaus & Powell, 2006).

The need to synchronize and combine individual and collective family 
commitments arises as a result of the interwoven lives of partners (hag-
estad, 1981). The choice of a commuter partnership is then regarded as the 
outcome of deliberations about the importance of different commitments 
for both partners individually and as a couple. The motivation to opt for a 
commuter partnership might be found in the timing and synchronization of 
the different commitments of both partners. The commuter partnership is 
then regarded as a temporary arrangement that will be terminated as soon 
as the couple succeeds in synchronizing both partners’ commitments in 
such a way that they can resume living in one shared residential location full 
time. A further matter that can be raised is whether the commuter partner-
ship is always a temporary arrangement. for some couples, this household 
arrangement might evolve into a lifestyle (Green et al., 1999a, 1999b). it is 
likely that the time horizons that couples have in mind for the duration of 
their commuter partnership depend on the function that this household 
arrangement has in the life course and will therefore differ between couples. 
time horizons can be focused on the short term or longer term and they can 
be well defined or open ended (hitlin & elder, 2007). 

1.3.2 Commitments to working lives in a scaled-up economy
The complexity of matching commitments in the different life domains 

of both partners has grown in the last decades owing to structural changes 
in post-industrial societies. A process of geographical scaling up has contrib-
uted to a growth of the job-related mobility of individuals (hardill, 2004; 
Larsen, Urry & Axhausen, 2006; mcdowell, 2006; scott, 2006; Urry, 2004). 
The geographical scaling up of the economy in late modernity is unprec-
edented and demands highly-skilled workers who are flexible and willing to 
be mobile over long distances for work (scott, 2006; sennett, 1998). owing 
to the improved accessibility of higher education, the numbers of skilled 
and mobile workers have substantially increased (Börsch-supan, 1990). 
The scaling up of networks has become culturally normal, especially among 
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the highly-skilled middle class, leading to a wide appreciation of mobility 
capital on workers’ résumés (scott, 2006). developments in communication 
technology have enabled companies and individuals to engage in global 
networks, which in turn increase the desire and need for individuals to be 
mobile (castells, 1996; favell, feldblum & smith, 2006). Geopolitical shifts, 
such as the european schengen treaty that facilitates the unrestricted travel 
of individuals within the european Union, have set crucial preconditions 
for the scaling up of mobility (Ackers, 1998). furthermore, the rise in af-
fordable travel opportunities, through budget airlines and high-speed train 
networks, enable individual workers to travel long distances in a routine 
fashion (favell et al., 2006). in the Netherlands, the international orienta-
tion of the economy and the hub position of schiphol international Airport 
have a strong influence on the attraction and sending out of skilled workers 
(musterd, Bontje & ostendorf, 2006).

The structural changes in the global economy have led not only to in-
creased opportunities for individuals, but also to substantial risks of failure. 
The global economy has become increasingly oriented onto short-term gains. 
This characteristic of the contemporary economy has an enormous impact 
on the lives of individuals. As a spin-off of the deterioration in job security, 
the stability of other life domains has also become pressured (Beck, 1992; 
Giddens, 1991; sennett, 1998). Not only has the life course become de-
standardized because of individualization and the related social acceptance 
of alternative life course choices; it has also become contingent on factors 
outside the influence of the individual.

in addition to these structural shifts, the doctrine that each adult mem-
ber of society should participate in paid labor has gained ground (dermott, 
2005; hochschild, 1997; mcdowell, 2006). in the Netherlands, this ideal 
has been actively supported by the national government, leading to a steep 
growth in dual-income households in recent years, but with a majority 
of households in which the male partner works full time and the female 
partner works part-time (statistics Netherlands, 2008; Portegijs, hermans 
& Lalta, 2006; Portegijs & Keuzenkamp, 2008). 

1.3.3 Matching individual and household commitments 
The de-standardization of the life course puts an emphasis on individual 

resourcefulness and responsibility in shaping one’s life course. for many, 
this development has led to a project of the self aiming to make optimal life 
plans (see for instance: Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991; heinz & Kruger, 2001; 
sennett, 1998). The extent to which the life-course choices of individuals 
are actually conscious strategies, or rather the result of routine actions, or 
unintended consequences of choices made earlier in the life course is an 
important issue in the literature (see for instance: Giddens, 1991; Jarvis, 
1999; Kuijsten, 1999). The scope of the freedom of individual choice has been 
shown to have distinct limitations (Brannen & Nilsen, 2005; favell et al., 
2006). moreover, life-course choices also entail substantial risks of failure 
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(Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991). individuals may make strategic life-course 
choices based on assumptions about desirable or expected future changes. 
Whether this anticipation of future events is realistic depends partly on the 
resources and restrictions applicable to the household (mulder & hooimeijer, 
1999), but also on opportunities and constraints created outside the indi-
vidual or household (mulder, 1993). in addition, unforeseen circumstances 
are relevant in the life course. in the case of commuter partnerships, 
these circumstances may have an important effect on the duration of this 
household arrangement and the function that it has in the life course of a 
commuter couple.

for the study of commuter partnerships, theoretical insights into 
the changing meanings of partnerships are also important (mills, 2000; 
Giddens, 1991). Giddens describes the contemporary partnership as pure 
relationship: a relationship in which intimacy and emotional commitment 
are central and which is based on democratic and egalitarian interaction 
between partners. in these relationships, there is plenty of room for negotia-
tion between partners, for instance about residential location choice, family 
migration, and the possibility of a commuter partnership. in most partner-
ships, however, the equality between partners is limited. As numerous 
studies have shown, a gendered approach is necessary in the study of choices 
made on the household level (see for instance: Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 
1995; cooke, 2003; de meester & Van ham, forthcoming; droogleever 
fortuijn, 1993; fagnani; 1993; Karsten, 2003; Komter, 1985). in seemingly 
egalitarian households when both partners are active in the labor force, 
individual competitiveness and asymmetries also exist (hardill, 2002). one 
partner may feel obliged to give lower priority to individual interests in 
order to invest in the collective project called family (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 
1995; Giddens, 1991; hardill, 2002). relating to their responsibility for 
dependent lives, women generally experience less continuity in the life 
course than men do, especially in their occupational careers (heinz & 
Kruger, 2001). family ideology has a strong influence on the choices that are 
made regarding the individual careers of both partners and their common 
interests, because ideology is anchored in everyday thinking and routine ac-
tion (Jarvis, 1999; Komter, 1985). Although we have seen a growing diversity 
in household arrangements in recent decades (Latten, 2004; Liefbroer & 
dykstra, 2000), the nuclear-family ideal continues to be the basic family 
ideal in post-industrial societies. The nuclear family is characterized in 
various definitions as a social group who live together in a shared residence 
(see for instance: degler, 1980). The commuter partnership can be regarded 
as an alternative geographical household arrangement, but the couple 
involved does not relinquish the nuclear family ideal (Gerstel & Gross, 1984), 
although for some couples the commuter partnership may evolve into a 
lifestyle (Green et al., 1999a, 1999b).
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1.3.4 Residential commitments and family migration decisions
The matching within households of the residential location with job 

commitments has been the object of scientific research in geography. Usu-
ally, the literature concentrates specifically on work-related migration (see 
for instance: sjaastad, 1962; fielding, 1992; Gordon, 1992) or work-related 
mobility, and (long distance) commuting (Van ham, mulder & hooimeijer, 
2001). migration decisions most often originate in the work or educational 
careers (mulder, 1993). if a job opportunity outside the daily activity space is 
accepted, migration is the most common solution to create a new geographi-
cal match between the residential and job location (Van ham, 2002). A 
specific line of research has concentrated on the differences between men 
and women in the causes and consequences of work-related long-distance 
migration (see for instance: Bonney & Love, 1991; cooke, 2001, 2003; cooke 
& Bailey, 1996; mincer, 1978; smits, 1999). family migration decisions are 
gendered household decisions, meaning that family migration takes place 
much more often for the benefit of the husband’s career than for the wife’s. 
Women are less likely than men to migrate for their own career and more 
likely to be a trailing spouse (or tied mover) who migrates with her male 
partner for his career. Because family migration predominantly takes place 
in favor of the male partner’s career, women have a lower probability of 
being in (suitable) employment after family migration and they usually have 
lower incomes (see for instance: Bielby & Bielby, 1992; clark & huang, 2006; 
cooke, 2003; cooke & Bailey, 1996; smits, 1999; Van ommeren, 2000). These 
effects are particularly strong for women who are mothers (cooke, 2001; 
shihadeh, 1991). The commuter partnership can be regarded as an alterna-
tive to family migration or to rejecting distant job opportunities altogether. 
Attention is required for the individual commitments of each partner in a 
commuter partnership to their occupational careers as well as about their 
views on the role of the common interests of the family and on their gender 
role ideologies. 

migration is often researched in an instrumentalist fashion. migration 
is then viewed as an easily-verified event that takes place at a fixed moment 
in time between two clearly-defined locations (halfacree & Boyle, 1993). The 
commuter-partnership arrangement cannot be regarded as a form of family 
migration, but neither can it be seen as a complete ruling out of migration. 
The arrangement can be regarded as a form of circular migration or recur-
rent mobility between two residences (Behr & Gober, 1982; mchugh, 2000; 
mchugh & hogan, 1995). over time, the commuter-partnership arrange-
ment may lead to family migration to the new location or to the avoidance 
of migration altogether, either through reuniting at the original family 
residence or by continuing the commuter partnership in the longer term. 

1.3.5 Time-geography and activity patterns
one characteristic of the commitments discussed above is that they 

affect the life course over the longer term. Another is that they usually have 
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direct effects on the daily and weekly activity patterns of individuals. since 
the commuter partnership can be regarded as a response to conflicting 
mobility demands in the partners’ activity patterns, the question that arises 
is what the outcomes are for the activity patterns of couples who commit 
themselves to a commuter partnership.

The geographical expansion of the economy that has taken place in the 
last few decades in the Netherlands and the growth in modes for faster 
travel have led to the geographical scaling up of the daily activity spaces 
of individuals. The distances that individuals travel between work places 
and residences have increased (harms, 2003; statistics Netherlands, 2007). 
however, when we look at the time aspects of activity patterns we see that 
activity spaces continue to be limited owing to an individual’s need to return 
to a home base on a daily basis. Thus, even though commuting distances 
have increased in the Netherlands, the time spent on daily commuting has 
remained stable for the last thirty years (harms, 2008). furthermore, while 
the diversity in (fast) modes of transportation has provided opportunities 
for traveling longer distances, mobility constraints, such as congestion 
problems, have also increased. 

time-space restrictions are of great importance in the matching of 
different roles and responsibilities at the individual and household levels 
(hägerstrand, 1970). hägerstrand points to the need to return to a home 
base daily as an important capability constraint. furthermore, the need 
to meet with family members at the home base is an important coupling 
constraint in terms of hägerstrand’s time-geography. The introduction of a 
second residence near the workplace is then a solution for the time-space 
restrictions that households encounter in matching mutual activity patterns 
relating to work, family, and the residential location. At the same time, the 
introduction of a second residence also raises new time-space restrictions 
and opportunities and it leads to substantial changes in activity patterns. 
Usually, individuals combine several roles on a daily basis: parent, worker, 
partner, and household manager at different moments of the day. for the 
commuting partners (the partners who live in the second residence for part of 
the time), these activity patterns become divided over two different activity 
prisms, one commencing at each residential location. in a time-geographical 
sense, the commuting partner moves his or her daily activity prism to 
another location near the work place for part of the time and disconnects 
the daily return to a home base from meeting with the family. As a result, 
performing the roles that require physical presence at the family residence 
on those days becomes impossible. This situation raises the matter of how 
basic life experiences such as the feeling of home are experienced in both 
residences. traditionally, the experience of home is grounded in the fusion 
of the physical unit (or house) and the social unit (or household). This as-
sumption has been questioned in the literature (see for example: mallett, 
2004; moore, 2002; sixsmith, 1986). some researchers have even suggested 
that, in late modernity, place has become less important as a reference in 
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people’s lives (Giddens, 1991) and home has become a mobile experience 
that can occur in different places at different times (heller, 1995). owing to 
the recurrent mobility of the commuting partner between two residences 
and the continuous transitions between living alone and living with one’s 
partner or family, the experience of home is likely to undergo change. At the 
same time, the partner who lives at the family residence full time (the home-
based partner) also experiences changes in daily activity patterns related to 
the varying presence and absence of the commuting partner. in the case of 
commuter families with dependent children, these changes mean that the 
family functions as a nuclear family for part of the time and as a single-par-
ent family at other times. The consequent impact on the work-family balance 
is significant. Although egalitarian partnership ideals might lie at the root of 
the choice of a commuter partnership, the practical responsibilities for work 
and care will be divided among commuting partners quite asymmetrically. 
family care is still rooted locally (Jarvis, 1999, 2005; Karsten, 2003, 2007) 
and there is a need for at least one parent to stay within reach of this local 
activity space of the children. These experiences of daily and weekly lives are 
likely to influence the future life-course choices of commuter couples and the 
development of commuter-partnership arrangements over time. 

1.4 Methodological approach 

1.4.1 Constraints in sampling
commuter partnerships can be regarded as a relatively new form of 

behavior and these arrangements are organized in the informal sphere. 
Therefore, the usual sources of respondent selection and data collection were 
not appropriate for the study of commuter partnerships. That is, it is not 
possible to trace them by formal structures, such as population registers or, 
in scientific research, in sample surveys of the general population. As a di-
rect consequence, the incidence of commuter partnerships cannot be meas-
ured. commuter couples are difficult to detect for various reasons. married 
commuter couples were required to live (read: be registered) in one shared 
residence until the late 1990s in the Netherlands. This requirement made 
legal residential arrangements for the second residence near the workplace 
very difficult to arrange for married commuter couples. The recent lifting of 
this regulation shows that new household arrangements can eventually gen-
erate structural changes in formal regulations. however, there is no room in 
most registers or conventional datasets to enter multiple residences as usual 
residence. Thus, the individual partners each have to choose one address as 
his or her usual residence. if a married commuter couple opts for registering 
each partner in a separate residence, the data will not distinguish them from 
different categories of couples, for instance those in a stage of separation 
prior to divorce, or those who are married but who live permanently in two 
residences. in addition to married commuter couples, commuter partner-
ships can also be formed out of unregistered cohabiting arrangements owing 
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to the increase in unmarried and otherwise unregistered cohabitation in 
the Netherlands and the general acceptance of this household arrangement 
(Latten, 2004). for unregistered partnerships, in the Netherlands there 
have never been formal obstacles to arrange a dual-residence situation. in 
sample surveys or population registers it is, however, problematic to detect 
these commuter partnerships, because these couples are often disregarded as 
members of the same household or family. 

Another crucial obstacle in measuring the characteristics and incidence 
of commuter partnerships is that there is no generally accepted word as-
signed to this household arrangement. in my research, the term commuter 
partnership was never used by the respondents themselves, since they had 
only come to know this term through participating in an interview for this 
research project. respondents used such terms as weekend marriage, or Liv-
ing-Apart-together partnership (LAt) 1 for want of a more appropriate term 
for their arrangement. others are used to having to describe their situation 
in a short story whenever it is brought up. furthermore, some general de-
mographic and geographic concepts, such as household, place of residence, and 
home, proved to have indeterminate meanings ascribed to them. At the onset 
of my research project, preparations were made to measure the incidence 
of commuter partnerships in the Netherlands through a sample survey. A 
specific line of questions to detect commuter partnerships was taken on 
in the Netherlands Kinship Panel study (dykstra, Kalmijn and colleagues, 
2005). one of the questions that respondents were asked was: ‘does your 
partner always form part of this household, or does he/she live elsewhere 
some of the time?’ Listening to the audiotapes of the interviews revealed 
that these questions were more difficult to answer than the researchers had 
anticipated, because of the use of the words household and live. does a part-
ner who stays in a residence near work for several days a week ‘live’ there on 
those days? or just ‘stay’ there? or, is a partner who ‘lives’ here for part of 
the time part of this ‘household’ or not? These are ambiguities in meanings 
that are typical of the new forms of demographic behavior and decrease the 
reliability of the data produced in sample surveys about new household ar-
rangements, as was the case in this particular dataset. 

1.4.2 Selection and characteristics of respondents
The study is of an exploratory nature and is based on in-depth interviews 

with commuter couples. Because of the absence of a database from which 
commuter couples could be selected, i searched for respondents through 
networking, advertising, approaching companies, and the snowball method. 
respondents were selected through purposive sampling (also known as 
theoretical sampling) (Glaser & strauss, 1967; mason, 1996). This method 
has the benefit that it facilitates the study of a specific part of the population 
and the selection of respondents based on particular similarities. At the 
same time, a limitation of this method is that it creates artificial boundaries 
between people in commuter partnerships and other people with possibly 
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similar household arrangements. The study is also limited by the absence of 
a control group of couples who considered the option of a commuter partner-
ship, but decided against it and opted for family migration or the rejection 
of a distant job opportunity. The rationale for excluding these couples is that 
they would have been even harder to find, because currently they would not 
have household characteristics that differentiate them from all other nuclear 
households. Another important reason for not working with a control group 
is that the considerations of nuclear family households about family migra-
tion and the ways in which these households create work-family balances 
are the object of most of the research in this field of population geography. 
The literature already provides plenty of insights into the choices and experi-
ences of these households. for this study, i therefore chose to spend costly 
interview time exclusively on commuter couples.

This study is grounded in the life-course approach (elder, 2003). A key 
criterion in the study was the notion that at least one commitment binds 
the couple to each location. As a result, at least two commitments form the 
rationale to opt for a commuter partnership. Through my definition of a 
commuter partnership, the commitment to the residence near the workplace 
of the commuting partner is always related to work. The commitment to the 
shared residence can be found in different life domains, such as the work 
domain, the residential domain or the household domain. combinations 
of several commitments are also possible. most of the previous studies of 
commuter partnerships that were conducted in the UsA focus specifically on 
dual-career commuter partnerships (Anderson & spruill, 1993; Bunker et al., 
1992; Gerstel & Gross, 1982, 1984; Gross, 1980). As a result, households oth-
er than dual-career couples were excluded. one study, which was conducted 
in the United Kingdom, included both dual-career commuter couples and 
couples with single or 1.5 income patterns (Green et al., 1999a, 1999b). for 
that British study the selection of respondents was conducted on commuter 
trains entering and leaving the greater London region, which narrowed the 
study down to respondents who are all occupationally active in the same re-
gion and use the same mode of transportation. in my study, both commuter 
couples who have two residences in the Netherlands, and couples with one 
residence in the Netherlands and another residence abroad were included, 
relating to the international economic orientation for skilled workers.

Thirty commuter couples were selected to take part in the research 
project. most respondents were highly skilled and employed in specialized 
professional or managerial positions. half the couples commuted between 
two locations within the Netherlands; the rest had one residence in the 
Netherlands and another residence abroad (mainly in countries surrounding 
the Netherlands, such as the United Kingdom, Belgium, Germany, but also 
in switzerland). in one case, one residence was located in a non-european 
country (Bolivia). fifteen couples had dependent children. in each case, the 
children were living permanently in one communal residence with either the 
mother or the father, while the other parent commuted to a location near 
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the workplace. more detailed descriptions of respondent characteristics are 
provided in the following chapters of this book.

1.4.3 Data and methods of analysis
The research project is based on in-depth interviews, because this method 

of data collection fits in well with the explorative nature of the research 
project (mason, 1996; Wester & Peters, 1999). All sixty partners of the 
thirty commuter couples took part in an individual in-depth interview. The 
partners were interviewed separately to enable each respondent to reflect 
from an individual point of view on the choices that led to a commuter 
partnership (Valentine, 1999). The narratives of respondents, in which 
they reflect on their experiences, were complemented with biographical 
information about their work, residence, and family careers. The interviews 
were structured around the distinction between the life domains. during 
the interviews, the interviewer introduced eight broadly-defined themes 
(commuting rhythm; work; care; household tasks; leisure; residence; day 
paths; future expectations).2 Because of the innovative character of the 
commuter partnership arrangement, the study was best served by a focus 
on discovering relevant issues regarding this form of demographic behavior. 
specific efforts were made in the interviews to create the room for respond-
ents to reflect on their situation in their own words. Thus, seemingly clear 
geographical concepts, such as ‘living place’, or ‘residence’, were approached 
as sensitizing concepts (Wester & Peters, 1999). 

two to four years after the initial interviews, all thirty couples took part 
in a follow-up survey that looked into the development of their household 
arrangement in the intermediate period. These surveys were conducted by 
email or by telephone and in some instances led to extended email conversa-
tions or spontaneous open interviews. This procedure provided another 
set of rich qualitative data. The benefit of the follow-up is that it provides 
an understanding about the duration of commuter partnerships and about 
the function that this arrangement has in the life courses of partners over 
time. in providing insight into the durability of commuter partnerships the 
follow-up is, however, limited, because it measures the development of the 
household arrangements of the respondents by ‘breaking into time’ at a 
somewhat random moment after the interviews.

The analyses of the interviews and survey material started from the 
main research question, which also lay at the basis of the interview themes. 
The main research question was set out in four separate chapters, for each 
of which detailed analyses of the interview material were conducted. These 
analyses were conducted in a combination of an etic, or top-down approach 
(taking relevant analysis themes from the literature studies) and an emic, 
or bottom-up approach (working out the analyses in detail based on is-
sues provided by the respondents in the interviews). coding, classifying, 
and summarizing the interview material exposed the structures within 
it (droogleever fortuijn, 2002). The units of analysis varied between the 
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individual level and the couple level, depending on the particular theme. for 
analysis at the couple level, the interviews of both partners were analysed 
and compared. The findings from the analyses shaped the structuring of 
the chapters. in each of these, quotations from the interviews were used as 
noteworthy examples of the research findings. to protect the privacy of the 
respondents, pseudonyms were used, but to enhance the comparability of 
the separate chapters the same pseudonyms were used across all chapters.

Notes
1.  Living-Apart-together (LAt): A couple that does not share a home. each of the partners 

lives in his or her own home in which other people might also live. They define themselves 

as a couple and they perceive that their close surrounding personal network does so as well 

(Levin, 2004; de Jong Gierveld & Latten, 2008). in contrast, commuter partnerships share 

one communal home and also have a second residence near work.

2.  see Appendix for the complete topic list.
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Abstract
Combining commitments in the domains of work, family, and residence 
has become a complex puzzle for the contemporary (dual-earner) 
family, especially when these choices concern family migration. For 
some families, non-standard alternatives to family migration, such 
as a commuter partnership in which one partner lives near work 
part of the time, might provide the best solution in matching both 
individual and family commitments. Through in-depth interviews 
with both partners in commuter partnerships, this paper explores the 
commitments that form the basis underlying the choice for a commuter 
partnership as an alternative to family migration or not migrating. 
It further describes how the balance in partners’ individual and their 
common interests, as well as the gender ideologies the couple holds, 
influence the choice for a commuter partnership. Our findings suggest 
that the commuter partnership is regarded as a suitable compromise 
between several commitments not only for partners who are both 
oriented towards their employment careers, but also for couples who 
have distinct commitments in their private lives. Partners in egalitarian 
partnerships were found to view the commuter partnership as a 
household arrangement that fitted their approach of reinforcing each 
other’s interests and commitments. For couples with non-symmetrical 
gender beliefs we found that in order for one (usually male) partner 
to pursue a choice biography through the commuter partnership, 
substantial sacrifices were demanded from the (usually female) spouse. 
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2.1 Introduction 

in recent years, the relationship in post-industrial countries between 
work, family, and residence has become complex owing to regional differen-
ces in housing and labour markets and the growth of dual-income families. 
A range of geographical research has shown that, in order to run a household 
effectively, spouses have to make compromises between individual and 
common careers. in choosing a residential location, they negotiate about the 
distances to their jobs, the divisions in household responsibilities, and the 
type of setting in which they prefer to live (for example: Bailey et al., 2004; 
droogleever fortuijn, 1993; fagnani, 1993; Green, 1995; hardill, Green & 
dudleson, 1997; Karsten, 2003; hochschild, 1997). 

family migration decisions are especially difficult because of the simul-
taneous impact in residential, work, and family domains for all the family 
members (clark & davies Withers, 2002). Both individual preferences of 
partners and their common interests influence the decision whether or not a 
family migrates; as do external circumstances (Bailey, Blake & cooke, 2004; 
mulder & hooimeijer, 1999). furthermore, there is a major influence of gen-
der dispositions on priorities and concessions made by individual partners 
(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995; hardill, 2002). Gender roles play an impor-
tant part in whether or not couples migrate (cooke, 2003; halfacree, 1995; 
Jürges, 2006). if couples do migrate, one of both partners likely follows the 
other as a trailing spouse (also called tied mover); if they do not, the other 
partner may become a tied stayer (cooke, 2003; mincer, 1978). 

Probably because of the growing complexity of migration decisions, 
there is a growing variety in the geographical organization of contemporary 
households, including non-standard arrangements such as recurrent 
mobility between two residences (haskey, 2005; mchugh, hogan & hap-
pel, 1995). one specific non-standard living arrangement is the commuter 
partnership (adapted from ‘commuter marriage’, the term used by Gerstel 
and Gross (1982, 1984), to include couples living together unmarried). here, 
one partner lives near his or her work for part of the time and away from 
the communal family home, because the commuting distance is too great to 
travel on a daily basis. commuter partnerships, which are expected to grow 
in number, can be understood as an alternative geographical arrangement 
to either family migration or not migrating. The choice for two residential 
locations is most likely a compromise between commitments made in the life 
domains of work, residence, and family. Understanding this choice would be 
helpful not only in explaining how this specific living arrangement comes 
into existence, but also in developing a more nuanced view of family migra-
tion decisions: apparently, some couples do not just decide for or against 
family migration, but choose a third option. 

The limited number of previous studies into commuter partnerships show 
that occupational reasons always form a major part of the rationale to opt 
for this geographical organization of the household (Anderson & spruill, 
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1993; Gerstel & Gross, 1982, 1984; Green, hogarth & shackleton, 1999a, 
1999b; Gross, 1980). family and residential circumstances sometimes also 
play an important part in starting a commuter partnership (Green et al., 
1999a, 1999b). These studies further indicate that the benefits and conces-
sions related to the commuter partnership are for many couples not shared 
evenly between partners, which frequently relates to gendered differences. 
These studies thus provide useful insight into the choice for a commuter 
partnership. however, more research is necessary to improve this insight 
and to connect it with research into intra-household decision making about 
family migration. 

The aim of this paper, therefore, is to gain a better understanding of the 
choice for a commuter partnership as an alternative to either family migra-
tion or not migrating. The research questions addressed are: to what extent 
do couples consider the alternatives of migrating or not migrating as a 
couple before opting for a commuter partnership? how are the commitments 
leading to a commuter partnership related to the life domains of work, 
family and residence? how can the choice for a commuter partnership be 
explained in terms of individual and common interests and gender disposi-
tions within the partnership? 

After further elaborating on the scholarly concepts to be applied here 
and clarifying the context and methods, we look into the experiences of 
commuter partners using evidence from sixty in-depth interviews with 
both partners in thirty commuter partnerships. At least one partner in 
every couple lives in the Netherlands permanently. Before arriving at our 
conclusions, a typology is presented to give insight into most of the diversity 
in intra-household considerations and the choices that have led to the com-
muter partnership. 

2.2 Previous research and theory 

to create insight into the choices of individuals in different life domains 
over the life course, the life course approach is useful for our analysis (elder, 
Kirkpatrick Johnson & crosnoe, 2003). A range of life domains or careers 
can be distinguished, such as the occupational, educational, residential, fam-
ily, and partner careers (Willekens, 1991). in each of the life domains, indi-
viduals can set priorities that can develop into commitments. commitment 
can be defined as a life choice that has long-term consequences that cannot 
be changed at all, or only at a high cost. A crucial characteristic is that a 
commitment in one domain can have consequences for other domains that 
are not necessarily related to the commitment made (Becker, 1960; feijten, 
mulder & Baizán, 2003; mulder, 2002). over the life course, coordination 
between the choices made within the different domains is needed because of 
potential conflicts between different commitments (Willekens, 1991). When 
priorities have to be set, a specific career orientation might be decisive. if an 
individual holds a dominant orientation towards a career, for instance an 
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occupational career or a residential career, the commitments made in this 
domain will outweigh other commitments. A dominant orientation might 
originate in a certain phase of one’s life, in which case the dominance might 
shift towards another domain later in the life course (Bell, 1968). career 
dominance can also be related to an individual’s lifestyle, which is usually of 
a more durable nature. Lifestyle can be defined as the long-term orientation 
towards the importance of different life domains (Bootsma, 1998). 

The findings from several previous studies on commuter partnerships 
seem to suggest that these partnerships are characterized by a career domi-
nance of labour-market careers for both the male and the female partner in 
the couple (Anderson & spruill 1993; Bunker, Zubek and colleagues, 1992; 
Gerstel & Gross 1982, 1984; Gross, 1980). however, these studies all focused 
specifically on dual-career commuter partnerships. Their findings thus most 
likely partly reflect the study design. from the scarce research on commuter 
partnerships that does not focus exclusively on dual-career couples, it be-
came clear that work was indeed a key factor in deciding to start a commuter 
partnership, but that for part of the couples the residential career was also 
an important factor in retaining the original residential location besides the 
new location (Green, 1997; Green et al., 1999a, 1999b). 

social scientists have pointed out that, through the individualization of 
late modern societies, the life course has become contingent and de-standar-
dized; individuals can make their own life-course choices. As a result, many 
individuals constantly work on a project of the self in order to make the best 
possible life plans (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991; sennett, 1998). The trend 
towards de-standardization puts more emphasis on individual resourceful-
ness and responsibility in shaping one’s life course (heinz & Krüger, 2001). 
The question that rises, is to what extent choices made within the life course 
can be regarded as conscious strategies (Kuijsten, 1999). The routine actions 
of an individual or household and the unintended consequences of these 
actions are often as significant as rationally-grounded, goal-oriented strate-
gies (Giddens, 1991; Jarvis, 1999). some point out that, in this day and age, 
the notion of individual choice, articulated in the choice biography, might 
have become too dominant within social-scientific research. The true scope 
of freedom of individual choice has been shown to have distinct structural 
limitations (Brannen & Nilsen, 2005; favell, feldblum & smith, 2006). 
furthermore, the individual responsibility for the life course also entails 
substantial risks of failure (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991). 

over the years, numerous studies that looked into choices made by 
couples and families have shown the importance of a gendered approach 
(Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995; cooke, 2003; fagnani, 1993; Komter, 1985). 
hardill (2002) points out that individual competitiveness and demands for 
(spatial) mobility are common in many heterosexual relationships. common 
interests may lead one or both partners to expect or feel obligated to give 
a lower priority to their individual career interests in order to invest in the 
‘collective project called family’ (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 1995; Giddens, 
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1991; hardill, 2002). in general, women experience less continuity in the life 
domain of work because of their responsibility for dependent lives (heinz & 
Krüger, 2001). 

choices within the household are often influenced by family ideology. 
Through its anchoring in everyday thinking and routine action, ideology can 
have a strong influence on the strategies within the household (Jarvis, 1999; 
Komter, 1985). Alternative ideas about family arrangements are found to 
influence the choices made within the household (fagnani, 1993; Karsten, 
2003). The degree of symmetry between partners at the onset of a partner-
ship is found to be a strong indicator of future arrangements between 
partners (droogleever fortuijn, 1993). in Gross’s (1980) study of commuter 
partnerships, most couples were found to have a history of shared domestic 
division of labour. 

Within the life-course approach, the individual agent has traditionally 
been the basic reference. however, as the above-mentioned studies have 
shown, within families and households, individuals’ lives are interdependent 
(elder et al., 2003). This means that a decision made by one family member 
may have unwanted or unintended consequences for other members  
(hagestad, 1981; heinz & Krüger, 2001). households can therefore be  con-
ceptualized as networks of linked lives (Bailey et al., 2004).

since mincer (1978) started the discussion on the different positions of 
men and women in family migration decisions, an extensive literature has 
developed on this topic (see cooke, 2003, for an overview). migration deci-
sions originate most often in the domains of work and education (mulder, 
1993). if a job opportunity outside the daily activity space and beyond a 
reasonable travel time for daily commuting is accepted, migration is usually 
the only option for the household (Van ham, 2002). interestingly, migration 
takes place much more frequently for the benefit of men’s careers than for 
women’s. Women are less likely than men to migrate for their own careers, 
and more likely to be a trailing spouse (or tied mover) who migrates with 
her partner in favour of his career (Bielby & Bielby, 1992; Bonney & Love, 
1991; cooke, 2003; markham & Pleck, 1986; mincer, 1978). These differences 
between men and women have decreased over time, but, as smits, mulder & 
hooimeijer, (2003) have shown for the Netherlands, they have by no means 
disappeared. The differences are particularly great for traditional couples, 
but much less so for egalitarian couples (Jürges, 2006). furthermore, women 
tend to have lower incomes and a smaller probability of being in (suitable) 
employment after family migration (Bielby & Bielby, 1992; Boyle, cooke and 
colleagues, 2001; clark & huang, 2006; cooke & Bailey, 1996; cooke, 2003; 
Jacobsen & Levin, 1997; shihadeh, 1991; smits, 1999; Van ommeren, 2000). 

much of the research on family migration has been devoted to testing 
hypotheses derived from two competing theories of family migration: the 
human-capital theory and the gender-role theory (cooke, 2003). According 
to human-capital theory, couples aim to maximize their joint utility or 
income. They will migrate if they expect this joint utility to be increased by 
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moving, even if one of the partners would not benefit individually. Because 
women generally have lower earnings and a lower earning potential than 
their husbands, couples are more likely to migrate for the husband’s career 
than for the wife’s. According to gender-role theory, migration decisions are 
subject to the gender-role ideology within the household (Bielby & Bielby, 
1992). The husband tends to dominate the migration decision even if it is 
not economically rational for him to do so, and even in situations where the 
wife has a higher income or higher earning potential. Various studies have 
therefore concluded that human-capital theory is not sufficient in explain-
ing family migration decisions and that gender dispositions are crucial for 
the outcome of the decision (Bielby & Bielby, 1992; cooke, 2003; halfacree, 
1995). 

one would expect gender dispositions also to play an important part if 
the outcome of the migration decision is a commuter partnership. research 
by Gross (1980) for the United states indeed suggested that both the male 
and female partners living in such an arrangement were specifically likely 
to attach a great importance to the wife’s career. it should be borne in mind, 
however, that Gross’s research was restricted to dual-career couples, so the 
design of her study prevented her from observing male-breadwinner couples. 

2.3 Commuter partnerships in the Netherlands 

in order to have a good understanding of the choices made by commuter 
couples, it is important to keep in mind the particular context in which 
these couples operate. All the couples we interviewed have a residence in 
the Nether lands. The Netherlands’ political economy can be characterized 
as a form of state capitalism (Albert, 1993). Although in recent years there 
has been a growing orientation toward a neo-liberal model in the Nether-
lands, the welfare state and protection of the livelihoods of individuals is 
still strong in comparison with the Anglo-American political economies. 
Nowadays, the Netherlands is one of the european countries with the high-
est participation of women on the labour market, but with the majority of 
women working part-time (Portegijs, hermans & Lalta, 2006). Among dual-
income households, the most common strategy involves one (usually male) 
breadwinner and a (usually female) partner in part-time employment. issues 
surrounding the sharing of income, household, and family responsibilities 
within the household are subject to a nation-wide debate. 

Within the Netherlands, the largest concentration of employment oppor-
tunities is found in the randstad region, where Amsterdam, rotterdam, and 
The hague are the largest cities. The housing market in this region is highly 
pressured; prices are high and the available space per property is relatively 
small compared with other parts of the country. for affordable housing 
or rural residential styles, households may feel forced to look for property 
outside the randstad region. combining affordable housing with suitable 
employment may lead to opting for a commuter partnership (for similar 
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findings in the UK see: Green et al., 1999a, 1999b). 
The large service sector that characterizes the national economy of 

the Netherlands has a strong international orientation; this has been 
strengthen ed by international treaties such as the european schengen 
treaty. This leads both to the attraction and the sending out of highly-skilled 
expatriate workers. The growing number of individuals working outside 
the Netherlands as expatriates, the growth in dual-income households, 
and the difficulties for the partners of expatriate workers to find suitable 
employment in the host country have probably led to a growing number of 
commuter partnerships with one partner working abroad, while the other 
stays in the Netherlands. The conditions for an increase in international 
commuter partnerships in the Netherlands are further induced by the 
international hub position of schiphol international Airport, located near 
Amsterdam, with a large number of low-budget airlines and global destina-
tions to facilitate flying as a regular means of weekly commuting.

it is very difficult to estimate the number of commuter partnerships in 
the Netherlands. No official figures are available. The only sample survey 
allowing for an estimation is the Netherlands Kinship Panel study (NKPs; 
dykstra, Kalmijn and colleagues, 2005).1 from these data it can be estimated 
that, of the couples with and without children in the Netherlands around 
2003, less than one percent lived in a commuter partnership. Whether this 
number is actually growing is unknown. 

2.4 Commuter couples studied 

The evidence presented here is of a qualitative and explorative nature. 
Because of the absence of databases from which commuter couples could 
be selected, we searched for respondents through networking, advertising, 
approaching companies, and the snowball method. We used purposive sam-
pling (also known as theoretical sampling) for the selection of respondents 
(Glaser & strauss, 1967; mason, 1996). sixty in-depth interviews with both 
partners of 30 commuter couples were carried out. A set of criteria was de-
termined for the selection of the couples; whether a couple would fit within 
the framework of the research project was established by a short question-
naire. The main criteria were that at least one of the two residences should 
be located in the Netherlands and the couples should spend at least three 
nights a week in the two separate residences (compare Anderson & spruill, 
1993); the travel time between both locations should be well above a com-
muting tolerance for daily commuting; it had to be clear that couples had the 
basic intention to live in one shared home (in contrast with Living-Apart-
together couples, who prefer separate residences in any event). furthermore, 
some differentiation in household characteristics was taken into account 
in the selection of respondents (see table 1 for an overview of respondent 
characteristics). couples for whom the time spent away from the communal 
residence was inherent in the type of profession, and in whose situation it is 



Commuter Partnerships  |Balancing home, family, and distant work

36 | | 37

Beyond the trailing spouse: the commuter partnership as an alternative to family migration 

Table 1 |characteristics of commuter partnerships in this study (total of 30 couples) 

Characteristic Category Number 

of couples

Age categories 
of partners

Under 30 years
30–40
40–55
55+

3
5

17
5

Commuting partner Male
Female

21
9

Dependent children  
in family

Yes
No

15
15

Parent with whom  
children live (n = 15)

Mother
Father

12
3

Countries of residence The Netherlands (both residences)
The Netherlands and another country

15
15

Occupation* Research/education
Politics/government/not-for-profit
Commercial/business
Self-employed/independent practitioner
Stay-at-home parent

17
17
19

3
4

Contracted work hours 
per week of commuting 
partner

<12
12–28
29–36
36+ (full time)

0
0
6

24

Contracted work hours 
per week of partner at 
communal residence

<12
12–28
29–36
36+ (full time)

3
8
5

14

* counted for the individual respondents

practically impossible for partner and children to come along, such as oil-rig 
workers, truck drivers, travelling sales representatives, and navy employees, 
were excluded from the study. 

The partners were interviewed separately to enable each respondent to 
reflect on the choices that led to a commuter partnership from an individual 
point of view (Valentine, 1999). The interviews were conducted using a topic 
list. Apart from bringing up the topics, the interviewer steered the respond-
ents as little as possible, and allowed the respondents ample time for telling 
their stories in the way they liked. The narratives of respondents, in which 
they reflected on their experiences, were complemented with biographical 
information about the work, residence, and family careers obtained from an 
additional short structured questionnaire. 
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most respondents were highly educated and employed in specialized 
professional or managerial positions. half the couples commuted between 
two locations within the Netherlands; the rest had one residence in the 
Netherlands and another residence abroad (mainly in countries surrounding 
the Netherlands, such as the United Kingdom, Belgium, Germany, but also 
in switzerland). in one case one residence was located in a non-european 
country (Bolivia). Apart from this one case, those commuting internation-
ally had travel times that did not differ much from those commuting within 
the Netherlands and their flight schedules allowed similar weekly com-
muting patterns. fifteen couples had dependent children. in each case, the 
children were living permanently in one communal residence with either the 
mother or the father, while the other parent commuted to a location near the 
workplace. 

in the analysis of the interview material, the focus was on the narratives 
of respondents regarding their choice for the commuter partnership. After 
exploring respondents’ considerations for not choosing either family migra-
tion or rejecting job opportunities beyond a daily commute, the life domains 
of work, residence, and family were the guidelines for analysis. subsequently, 
the balance in individual and common interests and their gender disposi-
tions were of key importance in the examination of respondents’ stories. 
finally, a typology was developed inductively. The aim of the typology is to 
give insight into the diversity of considerations that can lead to opting for a 
commuter partnership. 

it should be stressed that part of our findings may be related to our study 
design: because of the sampling method, we probably have disproportion-
ately selected couples in certain occupations or with a higher level of educa-
tion. compared with several previous studies into commuter partnerships, 
however, our sample is less selective: unlike Anderson and spruill (1993), 
Bunker et al. (1992), Gerstel and Gross (1982, 1984), and Gross (1980), we did 
not restrict our sample to dual-career couples. 

2.5 Findings 

2.5.1 Considering family migration 
The commuter partnership can be regarded as an alternative to either 

family migration or the entire family not migrating (by the rejection of all 
job opportunities at a distance beyond a reasonable daily commute from the 
family residence). The first question raised was: to what extent do couples 
consider the alternatives of migrating or not migrating as a couple before 
opting for a commuter partnership? interestingly, commuter couples them-
selves regularly feel that they do not really have a choice. in their experience, 
there was no realistic alternative solution at the time they made the decision 
to start the commuter partnership: “At that moment it seemed the most logical op-
tion”.2 

Another general finding is that the stories of the two partners in a couple 
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about the considerations leading to a commuter partnership are nearly 
always very similar, despite the fact that they were interviewed separately. 
This is also true of their descriptions of the role of the various life domains 
in their partnerships and of individual and common interests. in the 
remainder of the paper, therefore, we often refer to couples’ rather than to 
individuals’ considerations and experiences. 

some couples give thoughtful consideration to their personal preferences 
and the available options and discuss them carefully. They try to prevent a 
dual residence situation by searching for jobs within commuting distance 
from their family residence, but come to the conclusion that no suitable em-
ployment is available. others think about migrating to the new job location, 
but decline that option because they consider the residential environment 
to be unsuitable or too disrupting for their family, especially if family migra-
tion would entail international migration. 

some couples deliberate extensively on the possibility of a commuter 
partnership before applying for a job at a greater distance from their 
residence. however, when a concrete job offer does come up, these couples 
usually have to decide what to do at once (within 1 or 2 days), which leaves 
some overwhelmed when they grasp the impact of the consequences of a 
commuter partnership. 

many couples, however, never consider the alternatives to a commuter 
partnership seriously. some expect the commuter partnership to be of a 
temporary nature and are of the opinion that moving the family for short-
term reasons is not worth the trouble. in the case of dual-career couples, 
the partners often conclude that finding two jobs in one region is more or 
less impossible and therefore decide that searching for them is a waste of 
time and energy. While some couples were not happy about their choice, 
most regarded it as a positive or at least neutral solution to their migration 
dilemma. 

in conclusion, for many of these couples the choice for a commuter part-
nership is not necessarily the outcome of a conscious mobility strategy, but 
rather the product of a bundle of interrelated decisions about their personal 
commitments and the available options. 

2.5.2 Commitments in the life domains 
The choice for a commuter partnership is strongly determined by the life 

domains of work, family, social networks, leisure activities, and residence in 
which commitments are made. in the narratives of various commuter cou-
ples, the distinctions between several of the life domains are not very sharp. 
These respondents regard the domains of residence, family, social networks, 
and leisure activities as part of one accumulative domain of the private life, 
which is distinguished from the work life. for analytical purposes, we distin-
guish between commitments in the work, residential, and family domains, 
following the most common division of domains found in the life-course 
literature (elder et al., 2003; Willekens, 1991). The second question we 
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explored was: how are the commitments leading to a commuter partnership 
related to the life domains of work, family, and residence? 

Work domain. Because of our selection of respondents, the commitments 
that initiate a commuter partnership always include the work domain. 
The job of at least one partner is a crucial factor for all commuter couples. 
in many cases, both spouses’ jobs are considered key in their choice for a 
dual-residence situation. The high levels of professional specialization and 
education of most of these couples leads to partners having only small pools 
of job opportunities that fit their educational profiles and personal oc-
cupational demands. This scarcity raises difficulties in finding one, let alone 
two suitable jobs within the daily activity space of the family residence. The 
considerations of couples are sometimes related to societal factors such as 
the employment structure in the region where the couple lives. following 
reorganizations set up by the employer, a few respondents feel they have to 
accept an offer at another location of the company, because they see no way 
of finding another suitable job in their communal residential area. 

in dual-career commuter families, both partners value their working ca-
reers as a major part of their personal lives, and often also of their spouse’s 
life. Amongst these respondents an attitude that might be called an ideology 
of professionalism is abundant. here, a strong commitment to a profession, 
often amounting to a high rate of professional specialization, is characteris-
tic. The personal identity is strongly shaped by one’s profession and attitude 
towards work. 

for some, career phase is a factor that adds to a strong work commitment. 
realizing that one is in the middle of a crucial period for giving direction 
to a professional career is sometimes a central part of prioritizing the work 
domain. This view can be related to the start, the establishment, or the final 
career phase. 

risk assessment in the work domain also plays a part in the choice for a 
commuter partnership. some commuters do not want to risk letting good 
employment opportunities outside the daily activity space pass by in order 
to stay put with their partner at the family residence. similarly, others 
regard quitting a high-quality job in order to follow a spouse in family migra-
tion as too great a risk for their occupational careers. interestingly, this risk 
is felt in all age groups and career phases. Those who are at the onset of their 
careers believe it is too risky for their upward mobility on the career ladder. 
They sometimes mention that, had they been more established in their ca-
reer, they might have taken a chance at being a trailing spouse. older people 
(predominantly women), however, want to avoid the age risk of unemploy-
ment that might result from following their spouse. 

A fifty-seven year old woman who works as the assistant to a board of 
directors and whose husband was offered a job opportunity abroad remarks: 
“I felt very strongly, I don’t believe that I will give up my job. I did begin as a secretary once, 
and so I thought I could be a secretary again over there. But that would be stupid; I now have a 
super job, so I’m not going to do that. (...) If I had been younger I might well have taken the risk, 
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and thought when you come back then I’ ll take it up again, but now I don’t think that would be 
a good idea.” (Mary) 

A number of people (mainly men) opt for a second residence near the 
workplace, because they are constrained in their journey to work by the 
growing problem of traffic jams that is manifest in the randstad area of 
the Netherlands. This congestion pushes their commute over a maximum 
time for a daily commuting tolerance. others make use of the contemporary 
travel opportunities provided by the growth in air travel, which has led to 
an expansion of opportunities for working abroad. even if the employer 
does not pay for travel expenses, there is ample opportunity for cheap travel 
through low-budget airlines. 

“... I enjoy living abroad. And in my job, I have become quite a specialist since I began work. 
So in the Netherlands there are perhaps only three other people with the same job among our 
competitors. So you soon find yourself having to go abroad, and I wanted to go abroad. At one 
time it came up that I would go to Brussels, but it ended up to be London.” (Dan) 

Residential domain. There are couples for whom the family residence 
and the residential environment are of such significance, they opt for a 
commuter partnership in preference to leaving through family migration. 
some couples, for instance, opt for a rural setting, attaching great value to 
the combination of rural qualities for the relatively low cost of living away 
from the randstad region of the Netherlands, where most employment op-
portunities are concentrated (for similar findings in the UK see: Green et al., 
1999a, 1999b). 

some commuting partners point out that the commuter location (the 
residence near the workplace) also has location qualities to which they at-
tach value. London, for instance, was attractive to some respondents for its 
metropolitan atmosphere and switzerland was appreciated for the outdoor 
opportunities the Alps provide. however, generally no priorities other than 
the job opportunity motivated the choice for the commuter location, so 
that the specific commuter location was selected primarily because of the 
employment opportunity provided in that place. 

National rules and regulations in the residential domain sometimes put 
constraints on commuter couples. in the Netherlands, it was not until the 
late 1990s that the law allowed married spouses to be registered in two sepa-
rate residences, creating administrative difficulties for commuter couples. 
They were obliged to search for illegal residential solutions or were depend-
ent on the understanding and cooperation of local officials. 

“... I couldn’t get a residence permit just like that. I was informed by the local authority 
that according to the law I should be living with my husband. I was absolutely furious, and I 
thought, we’ll see about that. (...) And they actually had to cook up an arrangement, because 
there was a legal precedent ruling of a woman who could not get a residence permit because she 
was obligated to live with her husband.” (Flora) 

Although the obligation to live in one residence has recently been 
lifted, other inequalities in the residential domain remain. mortgage tax 
deductibility in the Netherlands applies to primary residences only, so that 
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commuter couples are forced to apply for special approval from the treasury 
to make use of this tax deductibility in a dual-residence situation. Also, 
for some couples the transfer taxes for homeowners (about ten percent of 
the selling price) lead to the choice for commuter partnership instead of 
family migration in order to avoid financial loss on the selling and buying 
of a home. furthermore, a risk that not everyone is willing to take is to sell 
a residence in a region of a lower price range and acquire a home in a more 
expensive part of the country. 

Family domain. in the family domain, two sorts of commitments are 
found: on the one hand those to dependent children and on the other hand 
the commitments of partners to each other. 

All commuter families (commuter couples with dependent children) are 
committed to the stability of their children. That the children need to live 
in one stable location and are not to be moved around on a regular basis is 
invariably beyond dispute. respondents point out that they do not want to 
disrupt the adolescent years of their teenage children by family migration 
and believe that it is less disrupting for one parent not to be around for sev-
eral days a week. The adolescent children are sometimes consulted by their 
parents before they embark on a commuter partnership. 

in different life phases, couples might regard a commuter partnership as 
a suitable solution for combining each other’s individual preferences without 
forcing one or the other to let opportunities pass by in order to live in one 
shared location. This feeling applies particularly to couples who do not have 
dependent children living with them: couples in their twenties or early thir-
ties at the onset of their family career, those who are voluntarily childless, 
or empty nesters who have left the period of daily care for their offspring 
behind. some couples with dependent children are found to apply the same 
style of reasoning. 

couples who were at least in their thirties when they formed their union 
often regard the commuter partnership as a good compromise for combining 
their partnership with individual commitments. Both partners in these 
couples developed strong individual commitments when they were single, 
which have to fit within their partnership. This type of consideration can be 
expected to become more common in the demographic context of a rising 
age of partnership formation in post-industrial societies. 

monique and John met when they were in their thirties. At first monique 
moved to the randstad to live with John and found a new job over there. 
however, when they prepared to have children they decided to create a fam-
ily home in a rural area near monique’s place of birth. monique doesn’t have 
any problem with her husband being away for four days a week and expects 
this situation to be of a permanent nature: “... I think that John will still be working 
there when he is 65, that’s what I think.” About her own situation she remarks: 
“now... I’ve lived alone for a long time, and John has also lived on his own for a long time. So I 
don’t find it a problem to be alone in the evening, because then I can do whatever I please. (...) I 
don’t find it unpleasant, I enjoy it.” 
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in conclusion, this part of the analysis has shown that in the work 
domain professional growth is vital, but so are the limited job opportunities. 
in the residential domain, lifestyle preferences are important, but so are 
the constraints caused by regulations and housing markets. in the family 
domain the wellbeing of the children and of both individual partners are 
weighed up and balanced with the common interests. The fact that some of 
the people interviewed did not distinguish between the residential and fam-
ily domains, but thought rather in terms of one private life domain, shows 
how bundles of considerations throughout all spheres of their lives are at 
stake for commuter couples. 

2.5.3 Priorities within the partnership 
The decision to opt for a commuter partnership is determined not only by 

the life domains in which priorities are set, but also by whose commitments 
are prioritized: his or her individual preferences or their common interests. 
The considerations that underlie the choice for a commuter partnership can 
be viewed as an expression of the degree of symmetry between partners. 
This is strongly influenced by gender dispositions toward professional and 
household responsibilities and ideologies regarding individuality within the 
framework of the family. in this part of the analysis we explore the question: 
how can the choice for a commuter partnership be explained in terms of 
individual and common interests and gender dispositions within the part-
nership? 

We found that the commuter partnership is sometimes the expression of 
an egalitarian partnership, in which partners’ rights and responsibilities are 
evenly shared. Both partners have strong commitments of an individual na-
ture. Both also value each other’s individual commitments as an important 
foundation of their partnership. Both consent to a commuter partnership, 
because neither wants to force the other to be fitted into his or her individ-
ual life project; they do not want their partner to be a trailing spouse with 
the risks this might entail for this partner’s occupational career. They live by 
what Gerstel and Gross (1984) named an ideology of independence. for some 
couples, the perception of independence and individuality is so fundamental 
to their partnership that they stimulate each other intentionally and mutu-
ally to stand by their individual life plans. These couples are examples of 
putting into practice Giddens’ (1991) concept of the pure relationship, in 
which the partnership is valued especially on account of the inspiration that 
is brought into the relationship from the individual life experiences of both 
partners. This is a partnership characteristic that according to Giddens is 
symptomatic for late modern societies. 

Jenny is a thirty-four-year-old politician, whose partner is also in poli-
tics. They have a three-year-old child. Jenny generally spends four days a 
week at her work location. she remarks: “It is certainly convenient to have a partner 
who understands why you sometimes agonize over something for a whole weekend and who 
doesn’t just think that you have an anxious personality, but realizes that you are really involved 
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in something that matters to you. (...) We clearly have something in common, our motivation 
and drive, apart from the fact that the two of us really enjoy being together. But that you can 
put those things together.” 

for other couples, the commuter partnership is a solution at the couple 
level for combining the preference of one partner to develop in an individual 
career with the other’s priority for the common commitments of the house-
hold. in general, these couples share a traditional gender ideology, with the 
male spouse pursuing an individual career, usually a work career, while the 
female spouse lets the communal interests of the family prevail. The balance 
in power of decision and control within these partnerships is of an asym-
metrical nature and can be described as the power of custom and practice 
(Komter, 1985). 

margaret’s husband works at the international headquarters of a com-
pany that is located in a large european city. margaret stayed put in the 
Netherlands with their three young children. int: “and how did you come to that 
decision?” resp: “we talked about it for a long time, I found it very difficult. I did say: ‘that 
wasn’t what I got married for, not to see my husband through the whole week’. And yes, I had 
a difficult time agreeing with it, but finally as he was so interested in that job we decided that 
we really had to do it.” int: “And did you have the feeling that you took the decision together?” 
resp: “yes of course, yes, we decided on it together. It didn’t just come from one side. I wouldn’t 
do that either [laughter].” 

for yet other couples the commuter partnership can be regarded as a 
form of postponing the long-term commitment to each other and the rela-
tionship, which will ultimately require one or both partners making sacri-
fices in order to live in one residence. in these couples, who are usually in the 
life-course phase prior to having children, the individual preferences are put 
before the common interests. The stories of these couples indicate that they 
do not expect this gender symmetry in how they prioritize to continue in 
the long run. These couples indicate that eventually they will commit to liv-
ing together full time. Their family ideology does not allow for a commuter 
partnership when they have children. however, the sacrifices it might entail 
for one or both partners to realize this commitment to their relationship are 
usually denied in the interviews or kept vague. 

caroline and her partner dan are in their late twenties. Both partners 
specifically chose to pursue a working career and not to have children. 
They see their commuter partnership as a temporary solution within their 
employment and family careers. caroline remarks: “Yes, I also think that once 
you choose to have children, then you have to share that responsibility. And not that you 
then go and stay in another country or wherever for five days at a time. And then become 
just a weekend mum or dad. I don’t think that is how it should be... Yes, it’s possible, but...yes 
then perhaps if you both want to keep the situation as it is, that would also be a possibility, 
but then I don’t know whether the decision would ever be taken to have children. I mean if 
you want children and are able have them then you’ve got to be there for them. That is what 
I believe.” There are couples who started commuting after becoming empty 
nesters. for these couples the commuter partnership is related to a move 
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towards more individuality and symmetry within the partnership after 
the childrearing life phase has been concluded. These couples raised their 
children in one shared residential location, usually within a framework of 
traditional gender roles with the female spouse combining work and family 
responsibilities and the male partner primarily focusing on his employment 
career. After becoming empty nesters, the women in particular grasp the 
opportunity finally to put themselves first, an attitude which their hus-
bands usually support. 

flora and Theo started a commuter partnership shortly after their 
youngest child had gone to college. for flora, the choice for two residences is 
strongly related to the opportunity for individualizing she saw after becom-
ing an empty nester. resp: “Oh, what I’ve got to tell you here! At the time when I came 
here to live, I did many other things. We had been married for twenty-five years, the children 
had left home, I went back to using my own name. That I had never previously wanted to do, 
because I wanted to belong to the children. (...) And of course everyone has that feeling, when 
the children have left home than you think now OK, now I’ve got the space to follow my own 
path. And that then was the way that it went for me.” (...) int: “If the children had still been at 
home, would you in that case have chosen for two separate residential locations?” resp: “No, 
certainly not, absolutely not. I am quite sure about that.” 

The choice for a commuter partnership is sometimes strengthened by the 
couple’s past experiences with non-standard solutions, such as one or both 
partners travelling extra long daily commutes or partners periodically al-
ternating their roles of primary financial provider and primary homemaker. 
for these couples the matching of the preferences of each individual partner 
is always open to alternative solutions and not subject to predisposed gender 
dispositions. They have incorporated non-standard household solutions in 
their lifestyle. 

rick, a father of two teenage children remarks: “When the children were small, 
Paula worked full time and I looked after them. (...) Later, I took a part-time job. At that time 
I worked in [town 2.5 hours journey away] and travelled back and forth on two days a week.” 
After that period, the family spent several years abroad for rick’s job. The 
family returned when the oldest child was going to secondary school. from 
that moment, the couple has had a commuter partnership within the Neth-
erlands. Both partners indicate that as soon as their youngest child goes to 
college in a couple of years time, they will reconsider their residential and 
employment commitments. 

in conclusion, this part of the analysis shows that couples who opt for 
commuter partnerships are found both among couples with egalitarian 
gender dispositions and among those with a traditional family ideology. 
Whereas some couples regard commuter partnership as an exception to the 
nuclear family life style, and feel a commuter partnership only fits certain 
phases in the life course, others have incorporated their choice for a com-
muter partnership into a lifestyle of non-standard household solutions. 
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2.5.4 A typology of commuter partnerships 
When the analyses based on the three research questions are combined, 

a typology of commuter partnerships can be formulated in terms of the 
grounds on which couples opt for such a partnership. A main finding from 
our exploration that is reflected in the typology is that these grounds show 
a stronger differentiation in the combinations of the life domains and the 
balance between individual preferences and common interests than might 
be expected. Three main types are distinguished. 

first, there is the dual-career commuter partnership; seventeen couples (out 
of a total of 30 couples) can be so classified. in this type, the choice for the 
commuter partnership is grounded in the commitments of both partners 
to their occupational careers. These couples are the classic dual-career 
commuter partnerships that were studied in much of the previous research 
on commuter partnerships (Anderson & spruill, 1993; Bunker et al., 1992; 
Gerstel & Gross, 1982, 1984; Gross, 1980). They are not just dual earners; 
both partners attach great importance to their occupational careers. 

Within this type, a distinction can be drawn between choices that are 
grounded in life styles and in life phases. first, there are couples for whom 
the prioritizing of both partners’ individual employment careers is part of 
a life style of individualism and symmetrical gender roles in their partner-
ship. for these couples the commuter partnership itself can even represent 
a significant symbol of their egalitarian life style. second, for other couples, 
the choice for a dual career commuter partnership is grounded in a certain 
phase in the couples’ life course. The commuter partnership is not part of 
these couples’ long-term life style; it is a practical solution at times when 
the common interests, especially family commitments, do not suffer. This is 
especially the case when the couple does not have dependent children. 

second, a private life priority commuter partnership can be distinguished 
(11 couples). These couples apply the traditional gender roles of the male pro-
vider and the female homemaker, even though almost all of them are dual-
earner couples with the female partner juggling home and work. They name 
and interpret their dual residence situation themselves usually as a weekend 
marriage. But whereas the gender role divisions of these couples are usually 
more traditional than for the dual-career commuters, these couples do not 
live by an ideology of a classic nuclear family. for some couples, prioritizing 
the private sphere in and around the communal residence expresses that not 
only the work domain, but – just as importantly – the private domains of 
family, residence, and social networks provide valid grounds for the female 
partner not to become a trailing spouse who would follow her husband in 
family migration. 

Third, the economic necessity commuter partnership is distinguished (two 
couples). The importance of distinguishing this type of commuter couple 
is found in the impact of societal factors on individual agency. for these 
couples, the alternative option of the entire family staying put as to avoid a 
commuter partnership implies unemployment or a degree of underemploy-
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ment that would lead to a substantial drop in income, and the option of 
family migration is regarded too full of risks, financially and sometimes also 
emotionally. in contrast with the other two types of commuter partnerships 
where the priorities are about self-fulfillment, these couples’ grounds are 
rather about basic needs. The societal context of the Netherlands, where 
regional economic differences influencing family income and risks of un-
employment are relatively small due to national welfare policies providing 
safety nets of social benefits, suggest that this type of commuter couples 
will be relatively small. however, in countries with stronger liberal market 
economies such as the UK or the UsA, the grounds of couples to opt for a 
commuter partnership might be found in economic necessity more often. 

2.6 Conclusions 

in this paper we raised three questions: to what extent do couples 
consider the alternatives of migrating or not migrating as a couple before 
opting for a commuter partnership? how are the commitments leading to 
a commuter partnership related to the life domains of work, family, and 
residence? how can the choice for a commuter partnership be explained in 
terms of individual and common interests and gender dispositions within 
the partnership? relating to each research question, three main conclusions 
can be drawn. 

first of all, the analysis presented in this paper raises questions about the 
role of choice in family migration decisions, which was central to our first 
research question. social theorists have emphasized the role of the choice 
biography in late modernity. This point of view underlines the importance of 
individual creativity and personal responsibility in shaping the life course. 
however, it has also been pointed out that this choice biography is accompa-
nied by risks of failure (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991). other researchers add 
that constraints arising from societal factors can significantly diminish the 
actual choice options available to the individual (Brannen & Nilsen, 2005; 
favell et al., 2006). We conclude from our analysis that the commuter part-
nership is usually the outcome of a range of interconnected choices which 
for many couples are not part of a conscious migration strategy. our find-
ing that some couples felt they had no realistic alternative to a commuter 
partnership indicates that the (combinations of) options that couples allow 
themselves to consider are crucial to the development of their life courses. 
Although all of our respondents obviously allowed themselves to opt for 
the unconventional solution of a commuter partnership, there are distinct 
differences between couples in the rationale behind this choice. sometimes 
the choice is negatively motivated by risk avoidance, but in other cases it is 
looked upon by the couple as a creative household arrangement within the 
choice set available to them. 

our second research question concerned the life domains in which 
the commitments of commuter couples are found. our findings suggest 
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that, contrary to what most studies into family migration have found, the 
domain of work is not the only key element in the migration considerations 
of couples who choose a commuter partnership. Although we selected our 
respondents in such a way that the job of at least one spouse was part of 
their considerations, a striking finding is that for many (dual-earner) com-
muter couples commitments in the family and residential domains are also 
of great importance in opting for a commuter partnership. from much of 
the previous research into commuter partnerships, the impression arises 
that the work domain is paramount to the decision to choose a commuter 
partnership (Anderson & spruill, 1993; Bunker et al., 1992; Gerstel & Gross, 
1982, 1984; Gross, 1980). however, all these studies focus exclusively on 
dual-career commuter partnerships, ruling out almost by definition those 
partnerships in which other considerations besides the work of both part-
ners played a part in this decision. A notable exception is the investigation 
by Green et al. (1999a, 1999b), who found support for the importance of 
the residential domain in choosing a commuter partnership. our finding 
provides further support for criticism of family migration theories that are 
based on functionalist assumptions related to income and work, such as the 
human-capital theory of family migration, which focuses on the (financial) 
means to be lost or gained by migration. our analysis shows that there is 
clearly more to the considerations about migration than calculations of 
maximizing capital on the family level. This finding explains why commuter 
partnerships occur not only among dual-career families but also among 
those with lifestyles that are oriented towards family and residence. fur-
thermore, our findings show that the commitments leading to the choice for 
a commuter partnership depend for some on the life-course phase in which 
the partners are at that point. for others the commuter partnership provides 
a feasible solution in any life course phase, regardless of the family composi-
tion (that is, with or without dependent children). 

A third conclusion relates to individual versus common interests and 
gender dispositions. Whereas it might be expected that commuter partner-
ships are established in order for both partners to realize their individual 
preferences, this is certainly not always the case. The variations between 
couples whose preferences are prioritized (his or her individual interest, or 
their common interests) shows the intrinsic complexities of intra-household 
decision making. These complexities strongly relate to the gender disposi-
tions of partners, which are anchored in their everyday thinking and family 
ideologies. egalitarian partners were found to mutually reinforce each 
other’s interests and commitments, whether these be found in the work 
domain or in other life domains. for couples with non-symmetrical gender 
beliefs we found that substantial sacrifices were demanded of one spouse 
(usually the female), in order for the other (usually male) partner to pursue 
a choice biography. Although the women in these couples did not become the 
traditional trailing wife or tied stayer, the choice for a commuter partnership 
as an alternative to family migration or not migrating did not benefit the 
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life courses of both individual partners as much as it did for the egalitarian 
partnerships. 

commuter partnerships can be viewed as an alternative to either family 
migration or not migrating, but from this study we cannot derive how per-
manent or short-lived this alternative usually is. in future work, therefore, 
we plan to examine the changes occurring in commuter partnerships using 
follow-up interviews with the respondents in our sample. furthermore, our 
findings are based on interviews with people who have opted for a commuter 
partnership. in future studies, an attempt might be made to compare the 
experiences of people in commuter partnerships with those of people who 
decided to migrate as a couple or not to migrate. more generally, our findings 
emphasize that more research into intra-household choice structures is of 
great relevance for further expanding knowledge about the role of linked 
lives in family migration decisions. 

All in all, our results suggest that with the growing pressure on individu-
als and households to shape their own biographies, and the still rising share 
of dual-earner households in post-industrial societies, alternative geographi-
cal solutions to either family migration or not migrating are likely to become 
more important in couples’ and families’ life courses. 

Notes
1 The Netherlands Kinship Panel study is funded by grant 480-10-009 from the major 

investments fund NWo, and by the Netherlands interdisciplinary demographic institute 

(Nidi), Utrecht University, the University of Amsterdam and tilburg University.

2. to protect the privacy of the respondents in this study, the interviews were made 

anonymous. Quotations are used to illustrate remarks that were characteristic of narratives 

of various respondents on the same topic.
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Abstract
The experience of home is one of the most basic of daily-life experiences. 
Traditionally, the home is grounded in a specific place; in commuter 
partnerships, however, for part of the time one partner lives near the 
workplace and away from the family residence. This paper provides 
insight into the sense of home that relates to the dual-residence 
situation of a commuter partnership. The meaning of the residence 
near the workplace is analysed through three dimensions: material, 
activity patterns, and social. We further classified each dimension 
in a continuum of meanings of space, place or home. Empirical 
evidence comes from in-depth interviews with 30 commuter couples 
in the Netherlands. The results show that the material dimension 
is most often used to create a sense of home. The activity patterns 
are primarily focused on the job. The social dimension is the most 
difficult way of experiencing a home because there is yet a strong 
relationship between being with one’s family and experiencing a sense 
of home. As a result, many feel as living two separated lives: a work 
life and a private life. Only a small minority experiences the commuter 
dwelling as a home away from home in all its three dimensions.



Commuter Partnerships  |Balancing home, family, and distant work

54 | | 55

Commuting partners, dual residences and the meaning of home

3.1 Introduction

Nowadays, combining family, work and residence is a complicated puz-
zle for many households in post-industrial countries. changing family 
structures, the rise of dual-income families, the breakdown of employment 
security, regional differences between housing markets and regional 
specializations in labour markets have contributed to this complexity. As 
a result, migration decisions have become intricate decisions for families 
(droogleever fortuijn, 1993; fagnani, 1993; Green, 1995; Karsten, 2003; 
mulder & hooimeijer, 1999; mills, 2000). Work-related mobility has ex-
panded in relation to new travel opportunities, such as fast (inter)national 
railroad connections and budget airlines. Business travel, commuting, and 
migration have become blurred (hardill, 2002) and for some households lead 
to the choice of a commuter partnership. here, one partner lives near his or 
her work for part of the time and away from the communal family residence. 
The choice of a commuter partnership automatically implies a dual-residence 
situation, which has a significant impact on the daily-life experiences of 
the partners, both individually and as part of a couple or family (Gerstel & 
Gross, 1984; Green, hogarth & shackleton, 1999; Van der Klis & mulder, 
2008; Winfield, 1985). in these couples, the commuting time and distance 
between the communal residence and the workplace of one partner (who we 
refer to as the commuting partner) has become too great to travel on a daily 
basis. The traditional daily commute of the commuting partner is, therefore, 
replaced by a (bi)weekly long, and sometimes international, commute be-
tween the communal residence and the work location, in combination with a 
short daily trip between the workplace and a residence near this workplace. 
The situation of living in two residences creates questions about the experi-
ence of home.

The experience of home is a basic daily-life experience. traditionally, 
the home is viewed as a socio-spatial system that represents the fusion of 
the physical unit, or house, and the social unit, or household. The home is 
regarded as a fundamental base from which people’s daily lives commence. A 
significant body of literature features this subject (for example: case, 1996; 
despres, 1991; mallett, 2004; moore, 2002; Pennartz, 1981; Proshansky, 
fabian & Kaminoff, 1983; sixsmith, 1986; somerville, 1997). however, 
the relationship between home and household is highly problematic and 
ideologically laden (mallett, 2004). According to Giddens, in high modernity, 
kinship and family no longer automatically imply the social, material, and 
place-bound anchoring of an individual’s life. for a growing number of 
people, place has become less significant as an external referent for the 
individual life span. Where one lives is a matter of personal choice and con-
nected to one’s life planning (Giddens, 1991). other authors have suggested 
that traditional dualistic perceptions such as house and travel, or stability 
and mobility, have lost their dominant meaning in relation to an individual’s 
sense of home. Whereas the concept of home is traditionally grounded in 
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space (the birth home, birth city, home country), a new frame of experience 
of home grounded in time is gaining ground (heller, 1995; mechlenborg, 
2005).

New experiences of home are related to the increased mobility of house-
holds and of individual household members. several studies report on the 
influence of household migration on the experience of a sense of home (cuba 
& hummon, 1993; feldman, 1990; Gustafson, 2001). other studies focus on 
forms of migration with multiple residences or home places as a result, such 
as is the case with students’ transitional experiences of the parental home 
and the student home (Kenyon, 1999) and the home experiences of retired 
seasonal migrants (sunbirds and snowbirds) (mchugh, hogan & happel, 
1995). furthermore, there is a growing body of literature that looks into the 
multiple home experiences of international migrants who are embedded in 
expatriate networks or other transnational communities in both localities 
(see for instance: Ahmed, 1999; Boyd, 1989). in new experiences of home, a 
distinction has to be drawn between the residences as geographically fixed 
locations, and feeling at home, which can occur in different places and in 
that sense might be regarded as mobile. Questions arise about how those 
who have multiple residences experience home. in this respect, commuter 
couples form a special case. A characteristic of the dual-residence situa-
tion of commuter couples is that only one of the partners – not the entire 
household – routinely divides time between two residences. to date, this 
dual-residence situation has not been the focus of attention in studies on the 
meaning of home.

The aim of this paper is to provide insight into the sense of home that 
relates to the dual-residence situation of a commuter partnership. data 
for the research was drawn from individual in-depth interviews with both 
partners in 30 commuter couples. At least one of the residences is located 
in the Netherlands. in this paper, we focus on the commuting partner’s 
experience of home, particularly in the commuter residence, the residential 
location near work. The following question is addressed. What is the mean-
ing of the commuter residence for the commuting partner in terms of home? 
After an elaboration of the theoretical concepts concerning the meaning of 
home, we describe the methods applied and the respondents’ characteristics. 
A description of experiences with the commuter residence follows and a 
typology is presented of the meanings that commuting partners attach to 
this residence. The paper ends with a conclusion, reflection and avenues for 
further research.

3.2 Conceptualizing the meaning of home

in the 1970s, hayward described the concept of home as a label applied 
voluntarily and selectively to one or more environments to which a person 
feels some attachment. he further pointed out that the major question 
to be addressed is what the meaning of this label is and when it is applied 
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(hayward, 1975). more recently, moore (2002) suggested that home can be 
regarded as an abstract signifier of a wide set of associations and meanings. 
The concept of home should be examined not only in terms of its parts, but 
also as a whole, keeping in mind that when focusing on one part it is possible 
to lose sight of the whole concept itself. furthermore, as has been pointed 
out by sixsmith (1986), home is not a single place for each person; it can be a 
number of places simultaneously. The meaning connected to the commuter 
residence may be established through comparing the dwelling near the work-
place with the communal residence. 

3.2.1 Meaning as a continuum: space, place and home
The concept of home needs clarification as a meaning that can be 

attached to the commuter residence by the commuting partner. The ques-
tion addressed is, whether the commuter residence can be a home to the 
respondents and, should it not be experienced as a home, what other mean-
ings this residence might have. stokols (1990) points out that it is possible 
to have a purely instrumental or functional perspective on a residence. An 
instrumental perspective views physical settings as tools for human activity 
without the attachment of emotional values to that setting. in such situa-
tions, the specific commuter residence might be experienced not as a place of 
emotional significance, but as a purely functional space near the workplace, 
which can easily be replaced by another residence with the same functional 
qualities. taylor (1999) points out that we ask of a place: ‘What is its mean-
ing?’ But we ask of a space: ‘What is its function?’ This distinction is derived 
from tuan (1977), who describes a space as being more abstract than a place. 
tuan further contends that when a space feels thoroughly familiar, it has 
become a place. Additionally, home is described as an intimate place. taylor 
(1999) points out that home viewed as intimate is a stage further than thor-
oughly familiar, which makes home a particularly special place. The same loca-
tion can be experienced as a home, a place or a space depending on whose 
or which perspective is involved. over time, spaces can be transformed into 
places and places into homes.

in our analysis of the meaning of the commuter residence, we interpret 
space, place, and home as a, continuum of levels of experience of the com-
muter residence, scaled from anonymous, purely functional or instrumental 
(space), through well-known, thoroughly familiar (place), to intimate or 
personal (home). By applying this continuum of levels of experience, we 
avoid the dichotomy of home versus not home and try to accommodate 
in-between experiences. space, place and home are regarded as concepts to 
indicate different types of experiences that are not as intrinsically positively 
or negatively laden. The distinction drawn between space, place, and home 
should, therefore, not be confused with the degree of contentment that com-
muting partners have with their commuter residences. 
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3.2.2 Residence as a three-dimensional concept
The meanings that people attach to a residence manifest themselves 

in different ways and, therefore, must be related to a multi-dimensional 
concept (Kenyon, 1999; moore, 2002; sixmith, 1986). We distinguish three 
mutually related dimensions of a residence through which residents actively 
construct meanings. meaning can be constructed through arranging a mate-
rial setting, through engaging in activities and through organizing a social 
life. The material dimension refers to the physical setting of the commuter 
residence. A residence itself and the material objects in it can have value 
for their practical use or as emotionally interpreted items (mallett, 2004; 
clapham, 2005). Personal objects and decorations can produce a sense of 
domesticity and can help transform a house into a familiar place or into a 
real home (easthope, 2004). 

The activity patterns dimension is important in the process of the produc-
tion of domestic space, or the making of a home (case, 1996; rose, 2003). 
According to dovey, the meaning of home is not achieved by mere passive 
presence in one’s house, but through a process of appropriation. This is 
rooted in a concerned action through which people appropriate aspects of 
their world as anchors of their self-identity (dovey, 1985). Proshansky and 
colleagues (1983) point out that day-to-day activities are an important part 
of a person’s place identity, because they reflect the individual’s experiences 
in his or her environment. Through activities, the commuter residence can 
be made from a functional space into a familiar place or a home.

The social dimension consists of social interactions involving the family 
(partner and children) and people from outside the household, such as 
friends, neighbours and co-workers. The social dimension is perhaps the 
most widely recognized condition for experiencing a residence as a home. 
home was traditionally regarded as a concept that automatically implied 
the presence of family life in the residence (mallett, 2004). in commuter 
partnerships, the commuter residence is characterized by its main use by 
only one family member, not all members. This residence might, however, be 
a base for social contacts with persons from outside the household, such as 
flatmates and co-workers. organizing a social life at the commuter residence 
might add to a sense of home. 

finally, it is important to note that we distinguish these three dimen-
sions only in an analytical sense. As moore (2002) points out, we should take 
care not to lose sight of the concept of home as a whole when studying its 
different dimensions. 

3.2.3 Cyclical and linear time
in addition to the three dimensions through which meaning of a resi-

dence is constructed, the role of time is important in understanding and 
explaining the meanings attached to one residence or the other (mallett, 
2004; moore, 2002; taylor, 2003). first, there are cyclical elements of time. A 
commuting partner divides his or her time between the commuter residence 
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and a residence in which the (majority of) time together with the family or 
partner is spent (the communal residence). for the commuting partner, the 
routinely travelling between two residences can be viewed as a form of cycli-
cal migration (other manifestations are seasonal migration and recurrent 
mobility between primary and vacation homes) (mchugh et al., 1995; smith, 
1989). The recurrent mobility of the commuting partner between the two 
residences has a distinct temporal element of repetition. mchugh and mings 
(1996) conceptualize this repetition over time as a circle of migration that 
consists of three recurrent phases: separation, experience and return. in 
commuter partnerships, these cyclical elements of time are manifest in the 
commuting rhythm; one of the main characteristics of the commuter resi-
dence is that it is only used for part of the time. daily routines are another 
feature of cyclical time elements; routines can differ quite markedly between 
the two residential locations. The cyclical elements of time also relate to 
hägerstrand’s (1970) time-geography, which explains that individuals have 
to travel within their daily activity space in order to fulfil all kinds of obliga-
tions, for instance, for work and family care. As a result, people cover paths 
in time and geographical space that are referred to as day-paths and week-
paths. in the case of commuting partners, the (bi-)weekly paths are divided 
over two separated activity prisms.

second, there are linear elements of time. for most commuter couples, 
the idea that the commuter partnership involves a temporary situation of 
dual-residency is a fundamental part of the choice for a commuter partner-
ship (Van der Klis, 2008; Van der Klis & mulder, 2008). This idea may have a 
significant influence on how the commuter residence is experienced and on 
the efforts made to construct ‘a home away from home’. The actual period 
over which a residence is used also influences the meaning of a residence 
and this meaning can change over time (mallett, 2004; moore, 2002; taylor, 
1999; taylor, 2003). 

to summarize our analytical approach, we distinguish between three 
different dimensions of the commuter residence (material, activity patterns, 
and social dimension) and explore the meanings of these dimensions in 
terms of experiences in a continuum of space, place and home. furthermore, 
we keep in mind that both cyclical and linear elements of time influence 
meanings attached to the commuter residence.

3.3 Commuter partnerships studied

3.3.1 Context of the Netherlands
some developments in the socio-spatial, economic, and demographic con-

text of post-industrial countries such as the Netherlands indicate that more 
couples than ever before might find combining their jobs with one shared 
residence difficult. The greatest concentration of employment opportunities 
is to be found in the randstad region, the western part of the Netherlands, 
with the larger cities of Amsterdam, rotterdam, and The hague (dieleman 
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& musterd, 1992). Notwithstanding the high density of infrastructure, 
including motorways, schiphol international Airport and (inter)national rail 
connections, the Netherlands and particularly the randstad is struggling 
with mobility problems like traffic jams and train delays. This reduces the 
accessibility of work places and increases the necessity of a strategic residen-
tial location (Karsten, 2007; Van ham, hooimeijer & mulder, 2001). Living 
in the north of the Netherlands (which is around 180 km from Amsterdam) 
or in the south (at about 210 km from Amsterdam) and working in the rand-
stad cannot be combined on a daily basis. 

The housing market in the randstad is highly pressured; prices are high 
and the available space per property is relatively low compared with other 
parts of the country. households searching for rural residential styles or af-
fordable housing are often forced to look for property outside the randstad. 
combining an affordable or rural residence with good employment in the 
randstad may lead some families to start a commuter partnership.

The participation of women on the labour market has been growing in 
the Netherlands for some time, slowly catching up with the levels in other 
european countries. The Netherlands is now one of the countries in europe 
with the highest participation of women on the labour market, although the 
majority of women work part-time (Portegijs & Keuzenkamp, 2008; Porte-
gijs, hermans & Lalta, 2006). 

The economy of the Netherlands is characterized by a large service sector. 
This has a strong international orientation, which leads to both the attrac-
tion and sending out of highly skilled expatriate workers (musterd, Bontje 
& ostendorf, 2006). so far, (international) commuter partnerships do not 
occur in great numbers in the Netherlands (Van der Klis & mulder, 2008). 
however, the combination of individuals working outside the Netherlands as 
expatriates and the growth in female labour-market participation have set 
the conditions for this number to grow in the future. 

3.3.2 Respondent selection and characteristics
Thirty commuter couples took part in this study. owing to the absence 

of databases through which commuter partnerships could be located and 
selected, we searched for respondents through networking, advertising, 
approaching companies, and the snowball method. We used purposive sam-
pling (also known as theoretical sampling) for the selection of respondents 
(Glaser & strauss, 1967; mason, 1996). We applied several selection criteria. 
couples had to have been living together for some time before starting the 
commuter partnership. in their dual-residence situation, at least one of their 
dwellings should be in the Netherlands. Partners should spend at least three 
nights a week in separate locations and the travel time between the two 
locations should be well above a maximum time for daily commuting (2 h 
or more per trip). A couple’s basic intention of living in one shared home (in 
contrast with Living-Apart-together couples, who prefer separate residences 
in any event) had to be unambiguous. couples for whom the time spent 
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away from the communal residence was inherent in the type of profession, 
and those whose situation makes it practically impossible for partner and 
children to come along, such as oilrig workers, truck drivers, travelling sales-
people, and navy employees, were also excluded from the study. 

We applied several criteria in the construction of our sample to achieve 
some basic variation in respondents’ characteristics (see table 1 for an 
overview of respondent characteristics). We sought a variety in the types of 
occupation, couples with and without dependent children in the household 
and different age groups of respondents. The type and setting of the dwelling 
that functions as the commuter residence was not part of the selection and 
differentiating criteria so that couples with all kinds of financial budgets and 
residential solutions could be included. 

Table 1 |characteristics of commuter couples (n = 30).

Characteristic Category Number 
of cases

Age categories of 
respondents

Under 30 years
30–40 years
40–55 years
55+ years

3
5

17
5

Dependent children  
in family

Yes
No

15
15

Occupation of 
commuting partner

Research/education
Politics/government/NGO
Commercial/business
Self-employed/independent practitioner

11
9
9
1

Country of commuter 
residence*

The Netherlands 
Other country (mostly in Europe)

15
15

* Note: the family home is located in the Netherlands in all 30 cases.

half the couples who took part in this study commute between two 
locations within the Netherlands. in most instances, one of the residences 
is situated in the randstad area and the other residence outside this con-
centrated part of the country. The other half of the commuter partnerships 
have a communal residence in the Netherlands and a commuter residence 
abroad, mainly in countries surrounding the Netherlands such as the United 
Kingdom, Belgium, and Germany, but also switzerland. one couple has a 
commuter residence in Bolivia. fifteen couples have dependent children, 
who live in the communal residence permanently with either the mother 
(twelve cases) or the father (three cases) while the other parent stays over 
at the commuter residence during workdays. most couples who took part 
in the study are highly skilled and employed in professional or managerial 
positions.
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The selected couples all took part in semi-structured in-depth interviews 
that were conducted on the basis of a topic list. The interviews looked into 
experiences of the communal and commuter residence, partnership, family, 
work, leisure time and other daily activities. each partner was interviewed 
individually to allow each respondent to reflect on their experiences from a 
personal angle (Valentine, 1999). All interviews were carried out by the same 
interviewer in order to enhance the comparability of the interview material. 
each interview lasted between 60 and 90 min. All interviews were tape-
recorded, with the respondents’ consent, and fully transcribed. respondents 
were preferably interviewed in the residential location they use during 
workdays. some commuting partners were interviewed at their communal 
residence or at another location (such as the work location or a restaurant). 

3.3.3 Commuter residences and communal residences
We started our initial analysis with looking into the interviews of both 

partners and their experiences with both residences. The initial analysis, 
which served as a pilot analysis for this paper, showed that the communal 
residence was by most commuting partners undisputedly regarded as their 
primary home, serving as a residential anchor in their home experiences. 
furthermore, the pilot analysis made clear that it was the commuting part-
ner who gives meaning to the commuter residence. in most cases, the non 
commuting partner has very limited personal experience with the commuter 
residence. Based on the pilot analysis, this paper concentrates on those re-
spondents who actually experience a dual-residence situation as part of the 
usual routines, the commuting partners, and on experiences in and around 
the commuter residences. for understanding the experiences of the com-
muter residence, it is important, however, to have some basic understanding 
of the (differences in) characteristics of the commuter residence and the 
communal residence of the respondents.1

for most respondents, the communal residence in which they lived before 
the start of their commuter partnership is one of the two dwellings. Usually, 
the commuting partner acquires a second residence in which to stay during 
workdays. for some couples, however, neither dwelling was ever a full-time 
communal residence for the couple. 

if the commuter residences are compared with the communal dwellings, 
some striking contrasts emerge (see table 2). The housing tenure, for ex-
ample, shows that although only 4 of all 30 commuter residences are owner 
occupied, for the communal residences 23 of all 30 are owner occupied. This 
difference can by explained by the idea, held by many respondents, that the 
commuter partnership is of a temporary nature. if one only expects to need 
a residence for a relatively short period of time, renting often seems the best 
option (helderman, mulder & Van ham, 2004; clapham, 2005). The four re-
spondents who stayed in an owner occupied commuter residence pointed out 
that they chose this type of tenure because it was financially more attractive 
than renting or because they had not been able to find a suitable rental unit. 
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Table 2 |characteristics of commuter residences and communal residences (n = 30). 

Characteristic Category Number 
of cases

Housing tenure 
communal residence

Owner occupied
Rental

23
7

Housing tenure 
commuter residence

Owner occupied
Rental
Other

4
23

3

Dwelling type and 
location communal 
residence

Single family house (suburban/rural)
Single family apartment (urban)
One/two person apartment (urban)

18
6
6

Dwelling type commuter 
residence

Single family (rural)
Apartment (urban)
One room (shared dwelling) (urban)
Hotel (urban)
Stay with family/friend (urban)

3
19

5
2
1

Commuting partner Male
Female

21
9

Commuting rhythm Weekends at communal residence
Other (bi-weekly or monthly frequency)

22
8

Past duration of 
commuter partnership

0–1 years
1–5 years
5–10 years
10+ years

6
17

5
2

 
Another contrast is found in the types and settings of the dwellings. in 24 
cases, communal residences are single-family dwellings. eighteen of those 
are terraced, semi-detached or detached houses in suburban or rural settings 
and six are single-family units located in inner-city settings. The remaining 
six communal residences are apartments suitable for two person households 
located in urban settings. in contrast, nineteen commuter residences are 
one or two person apartments situated in dense urban settings. other 
commuters stay with friends or family, live in lodgings or stay in a hotel, 
also in urban locations. The high incidence of urban settings is explained 
by the good accessibility by public transport of urban work locations and by 
the large availability of small units in urban settings. in only three cases is 
the commuter residence a single-family dwelling situated in a rural setting 
(one of these three dwellings is owner occupied). some commuting partners 
pointed out that they value specific location qualities of the commuter 
location. London, for instance, was attractive to some respondents for its 
metropolitan atmosphere and switzerland was appreciated for the outdoor 
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opportunities the Alps provide. in general, however, it was first and foremost 
the job location and accessibility that determined the commuter residence 
location.

When we look at how the commuter residence was obtained, we see that 
occasionally the employer provides the commuter residence, but in general 
commuters search autonomously for a place to stay. some couples have 
selected the commuter residence together, because it helps them to make the 
dual-residence situation a shared experience. Just as often, the partner who 
is going to use the commuter residence searches alone. 

twenty-two couples meet each other every weekend. in general, the com-
muting partner travels to the communal residence on Thursday or friday 
evenings. The return trip to the commuter residence is made on sunday 
afternoons or monday mornings. eight couples have other commuting 
rhythms, such as spending every second weekend together or spending 
one out of several months together (the non-european commuter). some 
regularly shorten the period of being apart by making an extra trip to the 
communal dwelling during weekdays whenever their job allows. twenty-one 
commuting partners are male and nine are female. in seven cases, the part-
ner who lives in the communal residence visits the commuter residence regu-
larly, usually about one out of every four to six weekends. in all other cases, 
the couples spend hardly any time together in the commuter residence. The 
duration of the commuter partnerships at the time of the interviews ranged 
between a little under 1 year to more than 10 years. 

3.3.4 Method of analysis of the three dimensions
in the analysis, the focus is on the three dimensions through which the 

meaning of a residence is constructed (material, activity patterns, social). 
for the purpose of the analysis, we developed a matrix with the levels of 
experience of the commuter residence in terms of the continuum: space, 
place, home. A continuum of levels of experience is applied so as to take 
into account the fact that individual experiences often do not fit neatly into 
prescribed categories. This situation is visualized in a matrix (see table 3).

Table 3 | example of matrix of three dimensions (material, activity patterns, social) and 

continuum of meanings (space, place, home) for respondent X.

Respondent X Space Place Home

Material  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Activity patterns 
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Social  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■
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As part of our analysis, for each respondent a matrix was completed with 
information retrieved from the interview. on the basis of the experiences 
the respondent described, the levels of experience of space, place or home 
was determined for each of the three dimensions. A typology was formu-
lated regarding the meanings attached to the commuter residences through 
comparison of the matrices generated for each respondent. This typology 
helps us to identify different types of meaning connected to commuting 
residences by commuting partners. it is an empirically based typology meant 
to explore and understand diversity and differences among our respondents; 
not to derive generalizations.

3.4 Results: three dimensions explored 

This section of the paper features the experiences of the commuting 
partners with the commuter residence. Through the material dimension, the 
activity patterns dimension, and the social dimension, the levels of experi-
ence in terms of space, place, and home that are attached to the commuter 
residence by the commuting partner are explored.

3.4.1 Material dimension
to realize a commuter partnership, the commuting partner needs a 

commuter residence: a suitable place to stay during working days. Within 
the material dimension we paid attention to both practical aspects of the 
material setting and personalization through material objects. The stories of 
the respondents showed that these practical aspects of the material dimen-
sion, such as the location, the type of residence and practical facilities in the 
residence, were not key in the meanings attached to the commuter residence. 
in order to understand the experience of the material dimension, the per-
sonalization through material objects is central. 

When we look at the personalization, there are six male respondents 
who view their commuter residence as a space, a functional roof over their 
heads, during the days they spend at the location near work. These men all 
stay in hotels or furnished apartments to which they have made no personal 
changes whatsoever. mark’s story shows how this functionalist material 
setting is a form of intentional distancing from the commuter residence 
and synchronically a way to emphasize that the family residence is the real 
home. mark 2 says: “I don’t want to make it too comfortable over here (…) I emphati-
cally want to look upon this dwelling as a spot to put my tired head to rest.”, but he also 
remarks: “Sometimes, after dinner, when I go to this attic room with a bunk bed - I’m almost 
fifty years old - then I feel a lot of pity for myself… then I miss the cosiness and the comfort of 
my family home.”

The other commuting partners, including all nine female commut-
ing partners, did make an effort to personalize their dwellings. These 
respondents put up decorations and photographs of family members or 
took superfluous furnishings from their communal residences. There are 13 



Commuter Partnerships  |Balancing home, family, and distant work

66 | | 67

Commuting partners, dual residences and the meaning of home

respondents for whom the efforts to create a comfortable and personal living 
environment paid off in an experience of feeling at home in their commuter 
dwelling. simon, for example, has a rented a detached house in switzerland 
at a scenic location not far from Geneva. After carefully selecting a location 
and dwelling, he decorated it with furnishings from the communal residence 
in the Netherlands. he really wanted to create a second home away from 
home: “We have our own furnishings. It is our second house so to speak. Not a vacation 
house, a regular house for living in.” simon’s choice of words in speaking about the 
commuter residence in terms of ‘we’ shows that he shares this experience 
with his family. We further look into this shared experience of simon in the 
section on the social dimension.

eleven other respondents who have also consciously personalized their 
dwelling, remark that after all the effort their commuter residence can still 
not compete with their communal dwelling in terms comfort and intimacy. 
to them the material setting of the commuter residence represents an expe-
rience of a familiar place, not more than that. A 57-year-old respondent who 
has large apartments at both the commuter location and the communal loca-
tion, remarks: “I have many personal items in The Hague … I collect glass works, I have part 
of my collection in Brussels, but my real things, those are in The Hague … the most beautiful 
glass works are in The Hague” (Kevin). Another example is provided by irene, who 
quite recently became a commuting partner after her husband had been the 
commuter for years. she says: “At first I thought I would stay over here [in the commuter 
residence] much more … but gradually more and more things go to Rotterdam … this weekend I 
will be taking my flower vases, because the flowers are usually there and not here.” 

3.4.2 Activity patterns dimension
The activity patterns dimension looks into the ways in which respondents 

spend their time while they stay at the location near the workplace. how 
respondents spend time, for instance on work, their household, and leisure, 
tells us something about how that location is experienced. Where the re-
spondents spend time, inside their dwelling or outside, gives us information 
about the meanings attached to this location.

for six male respondents whose activity patterns reflect an experience 
of space, working late at the office is the major time consumer outside office 
hours. These respondents reported that working extra hours is an escape. 
if they had not been in a commuter partnership, they would not make 
such long hours at work. Not spending time at the residence is a form of 
intentional distancing from the commuter residence for these respondents. 
This distancing through activity patterns is also reflected in the minimizing 
of daily household activities at the commuter residence. These respondents 
have breakfast at their residence, but do not shop for it at the commuter 
location. several respondents reported that they buy their breakfast items 
during the weekends at the communal residence and bring these things with 
them in their suitcases. for dinner, these respondents usually have meals 
that take no, or hardly any, preparation time, such as going out to a restau-
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rant, or having microwave dinners, takeaway food or ‘tupperware’ meals 
(leftovers from the communal residence provided by their partner). Leisure 
at the commuter residence is nothing more than watching some television, 
reading newspapers or an occasional walk. tom is a 30-year-old bank em-
ployee who works in London city and returns to Amsterdam every weekend. 
he exemplifies this type of activity pattern. int.: “How many hours do you work on 
average in a week?” resp.: “I usually work from eight until seven, well lunch doesn’t comprise 
of much, I guess at least fifty hours, but usually more than that.” int.: “And how was that 
before you started your job in the UK?” resp.: “Oh… much less. The Netherlands was more 
like from nine to six. (…) Well, in London I have few engagements in the evenings on weekdays, 
so there is not a lot to go home to, that makes it easier to stay in late at the office.” (…) int.: 
“How do you spend your evenings in London?” resp.: “Usually I don’t do much, so I go home, 
then I go to the supermarket, buy something to eat, prepare dinner, hang out in front of the TV 
and then usually I go to bed quite early.” (…) int.: “About the grocery shopping…” resp.: “That 
depends, because I sometimes have a hot meal at work (…) and in other instances it happens 
that I stay at work until late and don’t feel like grocery shopping (…) I guess that about twice 
a week I slide something into the microwave, once a week I get take out food, McDonalds or 
something like that, and then another day a week something like bread with soup or whatever, 
just very simple. And if you take into account that I get on the plane on Friday evening, there 
are four nights a week that you have to come up with something to eat.”

At the other side of the spectrum of meanings attached to the activity 
patterns, there are seven respondents, mostly women, who have created an 
experience of home at the commuter residence. Their stories show differenti-
ated activity patterns that are similar to what they were in a single residence 
situation. They do not work overtime. They cook their own meals, which they 
eat either alone or with friends. The evenings are regularly filled with out-
door leisure activities such as going to hobby clubs, sporting with co-workers 
or going out. fiona is one of these commuting partners; she is a 49-year-old 
computer expert who works for an insurance company. she shares her apart-
ment with a co-worker, sandra, who also has a commuter partnership for a 
few nights a week. fiona remarks: “I cook every evening. If Sandra is also here, we cook 
in turns, after consulting with each other. … At five o’clock, or a quarter-past five, I go home 
from work, then I first watch ‘The Bold and the Beautiful’, I’m hooked on the Bold… and I drink 
a glass of sherry. … Then at six, when the Bold is finished, I figure out what I’ ll have for dinner. 
I either have something out of the freezer or I stop at the supermarket when I come back from 
the sports club, then I take a shower and prepare dinner.”

for 17 respondents the experiences of the activity patterns at the com-
muter residence result in a place meaning. Among these respondents, we 
found two sets of activity patterns, which show resemblances with each of 
the two above mentioned activity patterns of space and home. The difference 
in meaning attached to the same sort of activity pattern shows that meaning 
not only relates to the factual behaviour, but also to a persons experience 
of the behaviour. for 10 of these respondents, their activity patterns 
were much the same as those of the respondents whose experience of the 
commuter residence can be categorized as space. These respondents spend 
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lots of time on working overtime, either at the office or at their commuter 
dwelling and they minimize household activities and leisure but they rather 
experience their activity pattern at their commuter residence in terms of 
place. Theo is an example. he works in a town near London and stays in a 
hotel during his working days. he makes long hours at work and has dinner 
and spends his evenings in his hotel. A co-worker from Germany also stays 
in that hotel. Theo is interviewed at his communal home in Amsterdam. he 
remarks: “The days at work are much longer then planned. That is also due to the fact that 
you don’t have your usual routines over there, that makes it easier to make long hours (…) on 
an average evening I return from work around nine. Then I grab a bite, usually in the hotel, 
then around ten we have a drink in the bar, then we play some pool until 11 or 12, and then 
to bed. (…) Yes, the hotel has sort of become home… where you know the employees well. Like 
your regular pub. Not really fantastic, but still a bit like home. (…) Here in Amsterdam it is 
really home, even though I also call it home over there. But this is the real home; over there it is 
a temporary accommodation (…) Now, you actually live here and over there you have a sort of 
sub-life that is also somewhat pleasurable, well, somewhat pleasurable sounds quite negative, 
but to do some nice things over there... However, your main life is still over here.” 

for the other seven respondents whose stories about their activity pat-
tern in the commuter residence reflect an experience of place, the actual 
activity pattern is similar to that of the respondents whose activity pattern 
has been categorized as home. They make time to prepare fresh meals and 
they also engage in various leisure activities such as sports. however, the 
attempt to make a home through daily activities does not result in a cor-
responding meaning of home. An explanation of this lack of feeling at home 
is that these respondents keep comparing their activity patterns in the com-
muter partnership situation with what they were used to before, when they 
were still in a single residence situation. This attitude makes respondents 
constantly aware that their activities have altered, which leaves them with 
an experience of a home life that has lost in quality, or that is bifurcated. 
Peter, for example, works for an electronics company which moved to the 
other side of the country. his wife and two sons stayed behind in their origi-
nal family home in the city of Groningen. Near his new workplace, Peter now 
rents a room in a student house. Peter doesn’t work overtime, he regularly 
returns to his room at noon to have his lunch there. in the evenings he plays 
his guitar, which he enjoys doing at the commuter location because his sons 
and wife aren’t there to comment on his music. sometimes he has dinner 
or drinks with his flatmates, which he also enjoys. Peter remarks about his 
experience: “I live in this room with reasonable enjoyment, it is a bit like going back to my 
student years”, but Peter also says: “ let me put it like this, the feeling ever remains that 
Groningen is my home”.

What is striking in all the stories about activity patterns is the cyclical 
time element of the commuting rhythm, which dictates a significant part 
of the activity pattern of the commuting partner. The commuting rhythm 
specifically puts time constraints on leisure activities that require presence 
on several days in the week. Quite a few respondents reported that it was 
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almost impossible to become a member of a club, such as a sports team 
or a choir. These activities often require presence during a weekday, when 
training or rehearsals take place, and also in the weekends when games 
and performances are scheduled. What also stands out in the stories is that 
most commuting partners minimize the time spent on personal care and 
the household, which shows that they do not regard the commuter residence 
as a location in which all aspects of home life have to be experienced. A 
significant number of commuting partners feel that they live in two separate 
worlds, both of which have their own routines and are subject to severe time 
constraints. These have to be fitted into the time spent at one location or 
the other. irene explains this issue very clearly. she is able to compare her 
routines as the commuting partner with those of the partner who stays at 
the communal residence, because she has been in both roles. her husband 
used to do the weekly commuting, but now she does. she explains: “Over here I 
do a minimal amount of grocery shopping, one-person meals, some fruit, some milk. … I used to 
cook more. Now you buy things that stay fresh for this week, you know that you’ll have to buy 
new things next week.” 

3.4.3 Social dimension
The social dimension of the experience of the commuter residence looks 

into the social contacts and networks of respondents at the commuter 
location. for three respondents, the social dimension reflects a meaning 
of home, for eleven others a meaning of place and for sixteen respondents 
a meaning of space. The social dimension makes a distinction between 
contacts of respondents with family (partner and children) and friendly 
contacts with co-workers, flatmates, friends, neighbours and other acquaint-
ances. We will first look into the experiences related to family visits (or the 
lack thereof). We then go into the social experiences connected to friendly 
contacts at the commuter location.

in about a quarter of all cases does the family regularly visit the commut-
er residence. These visits are experienced in various ways by the commuting 
partners. for some, these visits actually lead to an experience of home at the 
commuter location. simons’s quote, which was mentioned at the material 
dimension is a good example. With his choice of words: “We have our own 
furnishings. It is our second house...” [emphasis by authors], he points to the shared 
experience of himself and his wife and son at the commuter location. other 
respondents reported, however, that having the family over for some of the 
time makes these respondents miss their family more whenever they are not 
present in the commuter residence. Kevin’s remarks about this experience 
are a striking contrast with simon’s words. Kevin emphasizes the differences 
between his wife’s attitude and his own, when he says: “…Mary says all the time, 
she’ll probably say it to you [i.e. the interviewer], she says: ‘We live in Brussels, and We live in 
The Hague, that is what we’ve been saying from the start, that it should be like that, but it still 
is more like ‘I live in Brussels, and We live in The Hague, that’s how I feel it. … Mary comes 
over to visit me, that’s how it feels”. 
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in three quarters of all cases the family does not visit the commuter 
residence on a regular basis. Just a few of these respondents feel at home in 
the commuter residence despite the absence of their family. rick, whose wife 
has a job at the other end of the country and lives there with their two teen-
age children, points out: “We are both independent people … I really enjoy the four of us 
being together, but being on my own is something I enjoy too … But I am very clearly part of 
the family.” for most respondents, however, the absence of the family leads to 
a hampered sense of home. The analysis further made clear that commuting 
partners with children do not have significantly more problems with being 
away at the commuter residence than do those who do not have children.

Apart from the family, the social dimension also looks into friendly 
contacts at the commuter location. strikingly, two thirds of the respondents 
show no, or hardly any, initiative in making social contacts at their location 
near work. They do not want to shift the central focus of their social life 
away from the communal residence, which they consider their primary 
home. some expect a second centre of social ties to compete with their 
primary social life near the communal residence and want to avoid this com-
plication. Jeffrey, who was interviewed at his communal dwelling, remarks: 
“It is more that I think for myself… your social life is quite limited in such a situation, you’re 
there for your work. I could become a member of a choral society or something, but that would 
make you a bit schizophrenic. I have my city over here, most of my friends and family and I play 
music a lot. If you start building something like that over there, then it will start to compete in 
other ways too. Then you will start to lead two separate lives, so that’s something you don’t do, 
but if you say OK, then I’ ll only do my work over there, then it’s essentially quite a sober exist-
ence.” others say that investing in a social life does not seem worth the effort. 
Linear elements of time explain this type of experience. Although the length 
of their stay at the commuter residence is well above a year already and is 
expected to continue for a substantial period of time, they view their com-
muter residence as a temporary arrangement, which they will leave behind 
in the foreseeable future. Kevin says: “You’re here for a couple of years, so I don’t put 
much effort into building something… I hear that from other people too, that it is hard to build 
a network”. These stories point again to an attitude of intentional distancing. 
These commuting partners choose more or less consciously to avoid building 
a home in a social way at the location near work. By viewing their social life 
at the commuter residence as no more than a familiar place or a functional 
space, these respondents hope to avoid difficult emotional issues about 
where their home might be. 

only a third of the respondents do show some initiative in engaging 
in social activities. They have some personal contacts in sports clubs or 
volunteer clubs. for some, flatmates have an important social role. None of 
the respondents reported to have friendly contacts with neighbours at the 
commuter residence. most friends at the commuter residence are co-workers. 
fiona, who works for an insurance company, reports: “In Meppel I also have three 
girlfriends; they are co-workers who live over there. I go with them to the cinema, out to dinner, 
the theatre, to sport activities. We also go on vacation together. And there is also a group of 
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men from work with whom I regularly go into town on Thursday evenings.” meeting with 
friends and co-workers on a regular basis does provide a sense of home to 
some of these commuting partners but for most, it does not fully compen-
sate for not having the family around; the commuter residence is socially 
just a familiar place. 

to summarize, the analysis of the three dimensions shows some remark-
able variation in the meanings that are attached by the respondents to each 
dimension (see table 4). The results show that the material dimension is 
most often used to create a sense of home. The activity patterns are pri-
marily focused on the job and the social dimension is found to be the most 
difficult way of experiencing a home, mainly due to the absence of family 
members at this location.

Table 4 | Number of respondents with the experience of space, place or home for each 

dimension.

Space Place Home Total

Material 
dimension

6 11 13 30

Activity patterns 
dimension

6 17 7 30

Social 
dimension

16 11 3 30

3.5 Meanings connected to commuter residences: 
a typology

The analysis has demonstrated that the respondents’ experiences of the 
commuter residences are of a diverse nature. Based on each respondent’s 
story, experiences ranging in the continuum of space, place, and home can be 
related to each of the three dimensions and are shown schematically in a ma-
trix. from this analysis, two main categories of experiences at the commuter 
residence can be distinguished (see table 5, p. 72 and table 6, p. 75). in the 
first category, which consists of three types, respondents have attached the 
same meaning to every one of the three dimensions. in the second category 
that distinguishes two types, different meanings are attached to each of the 
three dimensions. All five types (in total) are further illustrated with the 
story of a respondent belonging to that particular type. 

3.5.1 Consistent meanings across dimensions
twenty of the thirty respondents can be placed in the first category. here, 

the meanings connected to the commuter residence by the respondents are 
consistently similar for the three dimensions. for a large number of com
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Table 5 | meanings connected to commuter residence by commuting partners: consistent 

meanings across all dimensions.

Table 5a   Experience of place meaning of place for all three dimensions (11 respondents).

Space Place Home

Material  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Activity patterns 
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Social  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Table 5b   Experience of home meaning of home for all three dimensions (3 respondents).

Space Place Home

Material  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Activity patterns 
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Social  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Table 5c   Experience of place meaning of space for all three dimensions (6 respondents)

Space Place Home

Material  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Activity patterns 
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Social  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

 
muting partners (11 respondents), the stories show a consistent picture of a 
meaning of a familiar place (table 5a, experience of place). for some of these 
respondents the meaning of place is a positive experience; for others, it is 
negative. for example, irene has been living in a commuter partnership for 
years. recently, irene and her partner david changed commuting roles; now 
irene lives in a commuter residence in the city that used to locate the couple’s 
communal residence. irene selected the commuter apartment they bought 
on her own, without david’s input. doing things without her partner is a 
consequence of this style of living for irene. irene has lived in the city and 
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neighbourhood of the commuter residence for many years, and she does not 
mind spending weekdays without david around. however, how she actually 
experiences the commuter residence is not as she had envisioned it. she had 
hoped that both dwellings would be homes for her: “We now say, OK, Rotterdam is 
home, and in the meantime this is also home during the week and because of that we’ll both feel 
a lot better.” But then irene goes on to describe how gradually more items, like 
her flower vases, are moved away form the commuter residence to the com-
munal dwelling in rotterdam. About this process she says: “In the beginning 
it wasn’t like that at all, I had difficulty with that: I also want to stay here and my job is also 
here, so I also want to keep my home over here a bit, but now it’s fine by me. … I notice that it’s 
becoming more practical over here. … In a certain respect I’ve received an extra place for myself 
… and then the material belongings over here might be mine, but my heart is in Rotterdam. 
And it doesn’t matter if my things are over there too.” irene’s story makes clear that, in 
spite of her initial hopes of experiencing both residences as homes, in reality 
it does not work that way for her. The communal dwelling that she shares 
with her partner is her home, while the commuter residence is experienced 
as a thoroughly familiar place with personal characteristics.

only three respondents experience the commuter residence as a home for 
all three dimensions (table 5b, experience of home). in each of these cases, 
the commuter residence is experienced as a full second home, equivalent 
to the communal home. These commuting partners feel at home in their 
material setting, created satisfying daily routines, and developed a fulfilling 
social life. if the partner is not there, that is not felt to be an absence. simon 
exemplifies these respondents. during the interview he proudly shows a 
stack of pictures of his commuter residence, a country house in switzerland, 
and says: “I see Switzerland as my second fatherland. I feel at home there.” simon has 
a diverse activity pattern and a wide social network. he cooks for himself, 
does the gardening, goes on outings in the region, and has many local social 
activities in which his wife and son are also involved. When simon’s wife is 
not in switzerland that does not make simon feel lonely: “Some people can’t be 
without each other. A dyad. We don’t have that. You have to maintain your feelings for each 
other, but to know each and every day exactly what the other is doing, no, that’s not something 
we choose.” 

for six respondents the experiences of the commuter residence must be 
categorized with the meaning of a functional space for all three dimensions 
(table 5c, experience of space). intentional distancing explains for this 
overall meaning of space. These respondents experience the material setting 
as an instrumental housing necessity; their activity patterns are rather un-
derdeveloped in comparison with those at the communal residence because 
in their point of view it is not practical to have extended activities in this 
location. furthermore, they do not invest in social contacts at this location 
and their families have not visited the commuter residence more than once. 
John is an example. he is a 36-year-old engineer whose partner and two 
small children live in a village in a rural area. John looks at the commuter 
residence in a purely practical way. he rents a furnished room in the home 
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of an older couple. he has brought no personal items to his room at all. he 
has dinner at a company restaurant every evening and often goes back to the 
office afterwards. John explains: “I like to spend my time over here in an efficient way. 
… not too many contacts because I want to concentrate on home. I feel that it would become 
a bit too confusing otherwise.” he adds: “My life is over there, my work is here, and no more 
than that. That’s how I feel.”

3.5.2 Varied meanings across dimensions
ten of the thirty respondents can be assigned to a second category where 

the experiences of the commuter residence vary across the material, activity 
patterns, and social dimensions. Based on the stories of these respondents, 
this category is divided into two types. 

in the first combination of meanings, with six respondents, the stories 
show a distinct shift in the meanings from home, through place to space. 
When looking at the material dimension, this residence is regarded as a 
home; from the standpoint of the activity patterns dimension, the experi-
ences move toward the meaning of a place of some importance; experiences 
in the social dimension shift further away to the other side of the spectrum 
to a functional space (table 6a, shifting meanings). Amy is one of these 
respondents. she is a politician from the eastern part of the Netherlands 
who works in The hague. About the material dimension Amy remarks: “I 
furnished it myself, partly with things that I got from friends, partly things that I bought new 
and then some things that we had leftover ourselves. I have made it real cosy, decorated it with 
lighting and candles, to create a homey feeling.” Amy doesn’t spend a lot of time in 
her apartment due to the long hours she spends at work. however, after one 
and a half years of using her apartment she has appropriated it as a familiar 
and important place: “When I’ve had a tough day at work, I feel like, I enjoy returning to 
my own flat, closing the door behind me and taking a shower. Having a place for myself that 
I’ve created.” The social dimension however, leaves Amy with an incomplete 
experience. The absence of her husband is hard for her at times: “The job is 
stressful and there are moments that I feel that I really wanted to go home to be able to talk to 
each other. At such moments I feel like: ‘Am I walking around The Hague on my own, being 45 
years old, while I could have been at home with my husband’, that is hard.”

for four respondents, the material dimension and the activity patterns 
dimension both are classified as home. in contrast, the social dimension is 
experienced with a meaning of space (table 6b, missing the family). The sto-
ries of these respondents are highly similar to those of the respondents who 
attach a consistent meaning of home to the commuter residence (table 5b). 
in one respect, however, the stories of these commuting partners are very 
different. When looking at the social dimension, especially regarding the 
partner and children, a clear lack of feeling at home comes forward. in that 
respect the meaning attached to the commuter residence can be typified as 
an impersonal space. even though these respondents lead a full homelike life 
at the commuter residence, it is obviously incomplete to them because their 
family is not there to share their daily lives. sue, for example, a university 
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researcher, explains: “I feel as if I’ve built a social network here that Freddy is hardly a part 
of or involved in.” That is something she strongly regrets. she continues: “I find it 
a pity that you can’t share everything during the weekend. The togetherness of the relationship 
is grounded in the sharing of things that are important to me, and my research is an important 
part of my life, so it remains a kind of separateness of living.”

Table 6 | meanings connected to commuter residence by commuting partners: varied meanings 

across the dimensions.

Table 6a   Shifting meanings material (home), activity patterns (place) and social (space), 

(6 respondents).

Space Place Home

Material  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Activity patterns 
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Social  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Table 6b   Missing the family material and activity patterns (home), social (space), 

(4 respondents)

Space Place Home

Material  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Activity patterns 
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

Social  
dimension

■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ 
■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■

3.6 Conclusion and reflection 

The aim of this paper was to provide insight into the sense of home that 
relates to the dual-residence situation of a commuter partnership, and more 
specifically to the meaning of the commuter residence for the commuting 
partner. The analysis has shown that there is no unequivocal picture. mean-
ings attached to the commuter residences vary both among the 30 commuting 
partners, and for individual commuting partners among the three dimensions 
of the residence (material, activity patterns, and social) that were analysed.  
A typology of experiences was established, based on in-depth interviews with 
30 commuting partners in the Netherlands. Although this typology cannot 
be claimed to be exhaustive, it does lead to the following conclusions.
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The analysis shows that most commuting partners domesticate their 
commuter residence to some extent in a material way and through activi-
ties in and around this dwelling. The material dimension of the commuter 
residence is most often used to create a sense of home. This is probably also 
the easiest way to do so and it has no direct consequences for the social 
networks and the family at the communal residence. constructing a sense 
of home through activities in and around the commuter residence is more 
complicated. cyclical elements of time, which characterise the division of 
time between two residential locations, make it complicated to develop 
household and leisure rhythms. At the commuter residence, the scope of rou-
tines is limited through the absence during weekends or longer periods. for 
most commuting partners, the development of an experience of home at this 
residence is then hampered. however, even when there is a full investment 
in the material dimension and activity patterns dimension of the commuter 
residence, it turns out that this dwelling still does not automatically become 
a home. creating a fulfilling social life is difficult for many commuter 
partners, not only because of cyclical weekly constraints. The absence of 
partner and children at the commuter residence is the most important factor 
explaining this. remarkably, in most commuter partnerships the family 
hardly ever visits the commuter residence. for these families, the commuter 
residence barely exists, which makes it harder for the commuting partner 
to integrate life at the commuter residence with that at the family dwelling. 
When couples do regularly spend time together at the commuter residence, 
this does not automatically lead to feeling at home in this dwelling for every 
commuting partner. in addition, there is a striking gender-difference in the 
efforts that the respondents make to create a home away from home in their 
commuter residence. most of the commuting women are active in ‘tradi-
tional’ female home-making activities and more so than the majority of the 
commuting men. This is a remarkable finding, especially because in prioritiz-
ing their occupational careers the commuting women can be categorized as 
highly emancipated from traditional gender roles (Van der Klis & mulder, 
2008). it would be worth looking further into these seemingly contrasting 
gender-aspects in future research.

As reported at the start of this paper, Giddens (1991) suggests that, in the 
age of high modernity, place has lost part of its importance as an external 
referent for the life span of the individual. others have added to that sugges-
tion by implying that, whereas the concept of home is traditionally grounded 
in space, a new frame of experience of home grounded in time is gaining 
acceptance; home could even be a mobile concept that one could bring along 
to a set of places. our findings show, however, that whereas a mobile concept 
of home might become more common for some people, this applies only 
to a very limited number of the commuting partners reported on in this 
paper. A common experience for commuting partners is a sense of living in 
two separate worlds: the world of work and the world of one’s private life. 
This distinction indicates that an experience of home is strongly related to 
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the personal domain of the private life, whereas the work life is primarily 
regarded as a functional domain and as such not a determinant for a home 
experience. 

several factors add to the explanation why commuting partners don’t 
easily experience their second house, the commuter residence, as a second 
home. first of all, the grounds for having a second residence give an explana-
tion. in the case of commuter partnerships, the rationale is to facilitate work 
obligations. in that respect, commuter partners distinguish themselves 
from ‘sunbirds’ and ‘snowbirds’ who migrate because of personal aspirations. 
secondly, the existence and characteristics of the social life are found to be 
an important factor in turning a house into a home. for commuting partners 
life at the residence near work is not a priori socially embedded, both due to 
the absence of social networks, and because the commuting partner spends 
his or her time there without partner (and children). There is not such a 
thing as a ‘commuter community’ as is the case with expatriate families 
who are welcomed to live among (inter)national colleagues, or the case of 
international migrants who enter into transnational social networks of 
acquaintances and relatives from their birth country. in addition, commuter 
partners live per definition without an intimate social network: their part-
ner and children. for most commuting partners, the home is clearly where 
the heart is, and the heart is in the family dwelling. Thirdly, linear elements 
of time explain further why the commuter residence is lived through much 
more as a functional dwelling than as a home. The commuting partners’ 
sense of home is hampered by expectations about the limited duration of the 
dual-residence situation. in this respect, they resemble many other ‘mobile’ 
households, but again the position of commuter partnerships is special be-
cause of their status of split-up family. commuting partners do not want to 
threaten the value of the communal home and, therefore, maintain an emo-
tional distance from the commuter residence. fourthly, a time-geographical 
explanation for a hampered sense of home is found in cyclical routines. 
The great distances between the commuter residence and the communal 
residence lead to two separated activity prisms. The two residences are often 
located in two geographically very distinct environments such as an urban 
versus a suburban or rural environment. Bridging the gap between these two 
rather different worlds is difficult for many commuting partners. The experi-
ence of an ongoing circle of separation, experience and return is strong at 
the family dwelling and weak at the commuter residence; likely because the 
sense of social separation that is dominant when leaving the family dwelling 
but marginal when departing from the commuter residence. 

The review of the literature shows that it is likely that more families 
will opt for a commuter partnership in the future. our study suggests that, 
whereas more families are expected to experience periods of commuter part-
nerships in the future, the commuter partnership is not likely to become an 
equal alternative to the nuclear family in the long term. Being away from the 
togetherness of family life for part of the time in a routine way often leads 
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to a hampered rootedness in the dwelling near work. for many commuting 
partners the experience of home is still anchored in the location in which 
time together with the family is spent, where the material setting is shared 
by the family, and where the daily activity patterns are part of a collective 
and continuous experience. The dual-residence situation mostly does not 
lead to a dual home experience. What’s more, many commuting partners ac-
tively narrow the meaning of the commuter residence to a functional space 
or a familiar place. The commuter residence has significance in the context of 
the work life and for as long as the commuter partnership lasts. 

This study opens up several avenues for further research. more research 
is required to test our typology on a larger scale. This will be possible when 
databases become available through which to locate commuter couples in a 
representative way and when the expected growth of commuter marriages 
in the Netherlands has taken place. furthermore, the findings of this study 
may form a useful starting point for studying other categories of family 
members who live in separate and various locations, such as children of 
divorced parents who live with their mother part of the time and with their 
father another part of the time (Karsten & mulder, 2007). finally, compara-
tive research into the home experiences of different categories of people who 
have two residences or home places can help us mine deeper into the factors 
that influence experiences of home. our study provides suggestions for at 
least three factors that influence experiences of home: the grounds for hav-
ing two home places, the social embeddedness of life at the both locations, 
and the impact of linear and cyclical time. rationales for having multiple 
residences can be found in the personal sphere (as is the case for retirees who 
migrate seasonally between sunbelts and snowbelts), or in the functional 
sphere of work (as is the case for most transnational migrants). The social 
embeddedness of life at the different home locations is an important factor 
to analyze. is life at each location shared with or without intimate family 
members, and is there a wider social community one belongs to at each 
location (as is the case in many transnational and expatriate communities)? 
Linear elements of time, the time horizons for being in a dual-residence 
situation can vary greatly between different categories of people with 
multiple residences. cyclical time elements, the time-geographical distribu-
tion between both home places, impacts the experiences of home in several 
ways. This includes the material setting and geographical characteristics of 
both locations and the distribution of time and activity patterns over both 
places (for instance: weekly, seasonal or occasional returns). Broadening the 
research along these different lines will foster our insight into the meaning 
of home in situations of split-up and multi-residence households.

Notes
1.  for our analysis of the experiences of the commuting partner with the commuter residence, 

we formulated three criteria to be able to distinguish between the communal residence and 

the commuter residence and to establish which person is the commuting partner. some 
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couples fit to all three criteria, for other couples only one or two criteria apply. The first 

criterion states that the communal residence is the residence in which both partners once 

lived together full time, in contrast with the commuter residence, where they did not. The 

second criterion states that the communal residence is the family residence; the children live 

there or this residence is deliberately referred to as the communal place by both partners, 

even though the commuting partner might never have lived in this place permanently; 

the commuter residence is used (almost) exclusively by the commuting partner. The third 

criterion requires the communal residence to be the place in which most of the time together 

is spent.

2. The interviews have been rendered anonymous to protect the privacy of the respondents.
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Abstract
In this paper we raise the question how commuter families create a 
work-family balance in a situation of incongruity of the geographical 
scales of work and family. Commuter families combine the work location 
of a commuting parent on the (inter)national scale, with the home-
based parent’s work location and the family home on the local scale. The 
commuting parent experiences a compartmentalized workweek, while 
the home-based parent is a single parent on those days. The results 
indicate two types of work-family balance. In the traditionalizing type, 
the father concentrates fulltime on paid work and the mother is the 
family caregiver both when the father is at work and at home. In the 
egalitarian type, both parents participate in paid work for at least four 
days a week. Family care in these egalitarian families is coordinated 
by the home-based parent (female or male) and shared by both parents 
during the weekends. The work-family balance of a commuter family 
involves some sacrifice, but also substantial enrichment. The empirical 
evidence is derived from a small-scale dataset of 30 in-depth interviews 
with both parents in 15 commuter families in the Netherlands.
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4.1 Introduction

Post-industrial societies are undergoing a process of geographical scaling 
up. structural shifts have contributed to a growth of mobility of people (har-
dill, 2004; Larsen, Urry & Axhousen, 2006; mcdowell, 2006; scott, 2006; 
Urry, 2004). in economic respects, the need is increasing for highly skilled 
workers who are willing to be mobile over long distances (Börsch-supan, 
1990). technological improvements, such as in communication technology, 
enable companies and individuals to engage in global networks, which 
increases the social desire and need for individuals to be internationally 
mobile (castells, 1996; favell, feldblum & smith, 2006). Geopolitical shifts, 
such as the european schengen treaty, which allows the unhindered travel 
of individuals within the european Union, have set crucial preconditions for 
the scaling up of mobility (Ackers, 1998), as does the growth in means for 
(cheap) long distance travel (favell et al., 2006), for instance through budget 
airlines and high speed rail networks.

Parallel to these structural shifts, the doctrine that both men and women 
should undertake paid labour in order to be full participants in society 
has gained support (dermott, 2005; mcdowell, 2006). This principle has 
promoted a strong growth in dual-earner households and has resulted in a 
complexity of balancing paid work and the organization of daily family life 
(droogleever fortuijn, 1993; fagnani, 1993; Green, 1995; hardill, Green & 
dudleston, 1997; hochschild, 1997; Jarvis, 2005; Karsten, 2003). The flex-
ible economy and the related time demands of work, not least commuting 
time, have severe consequences for (the quality of) family time (Becker & 
moen, 1999; Greenhaus & Beutel, 1985; hardill et al., 1997; hochschild, 
1997; mcdowell, 2006).

While work has undergone a scaling-up process from the local environ-
ment in the vicinity of the family home to the regional or even (inter)
national scale, family care and the everyday practices of family life still take 
place predominantly on the local scale (hardill, 2004; Jarvis, 2007; mc-
dowell, 2006). All kinds of geographical adaptive strategies have evolved by 
which families seek to meet both the local time-space demands of care and 
– in time-geographical respects – the more dispersed occupational claims 
that rest on households (Brannen, 2005; Jarvis, 1999, 2005; hanson & Pratt, 
1988; hochschild, 1997; moen & Wethington, 1992).

At the same time, the nuclear family, with all family members living 
together in one shared home, is still the predominant definition of family 
(degler, 1980). in their study of dual-career commuter marriages in the 
United states, Gerstel and Gross (1984) criticize this narrow definition as 
a one-sided view that does not represent the lives of all families in post-
industrial countries. for some families, the geographically dispersing pulls 
of work and family have led to a relatively new geographical adaptive strat-
egy: the commuter family. in commuter families, one parent lives near his 
or her work for part of the time and away from the communal family home, 
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because the commuting distance is too great to travel on a daily basis. This 
household arrangement enables parents to seize distant work opportunities 
and preserve solid local roots for family life (Gerstel & Gross, 1984; Green, 
hogarth & shackleton, 1999a, 1999b; Van der Klis & mulder, 2008; Van der 
Klis, 2008). commuting families (usually) divide parenting responsibilities 
between spouses not on a daily basis, but in weekly time frames. While the 
spouse who lives in the family home (the home-based parent) becomes a 
part-time single parent, the spouse who leaves the family home for work 
(the commuting parent) combines long-distance parenting during workdays 
with membership of the part-time nuclear family during weekends. This 
geographical household strategy raises questions about how commuter 
families create a work-family balance in a situation of a geographical incon-
gruity of the scales of work and family life. We elaborate on this issue with 
the relevant literature in the next section. The empirical part of this paper is 
based on 30 in-depth interviews with both the home-based parents and the 
commuting parents in 15 commuter families in the Netherlands. 

4.2 Literature 

in the literature on the concept of work-family balance, several views are 
put forward regarding the gains and losses of dual-earner strategies. sacri-
fices in the domain of work for the benefit of family life, especially among 
working mothers, have been studied extensively (Bonney & Love, 1991; 
cooke, 2001; hardill, 2002; heinz & Kruger, 2001). some authors emphasize 
that speaking of a work-family balance is misleading, because it suggests a 
state of equilibrium between the domains of work and family that does not 
usually exist (holmes, 2004). it is also pointed out that the politics of time 
are personalized; finding a work-family balance is a widespread societal 
problem, but every family takes it to be their private dilemma and seeks 
individual strategies (hochschild, 1997). other researchers emphasize that, 
on the individual level, combining work and family roles brings not only 
conflict, but also enrichment. conditions and experiences in one role can 
influence the performances of the other in a positive way that makes these 
roles ‘allies’ rather than ‘enemies’ (Greenhaus & Beutel, 1985; Greenhaus & 
Powell, 2006). 

one point is clear in the literature: home and work cannot be treated as 
separate spheres (hanson & Pratt, 1988). They compete for the same scarce 
time of individuals and families. Work orientations have consequences for 
caring options and vice versa. The frequently experienced tensions between 
work and family also relate to different interpretations of the ethics of work 
and care. The international literature indicates that the quality of care is 
not measured in time allocation, whereas the quality of work is (Brannen, 
2005). even though time management is an important factor in care tasks, 
the amount of time spent with children is not an indication of commitment 
to children and family (dermott, 2005). in the Netherlands, however, the 
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motherhood ideal has historically been focused on maximizing self-care 
for children and minimizing the time children spend in formal child care. 
today, this ideal is still firmly anchored in the Netherlands and it adds to 
a dominant work-family balance in which mothers work part-time jobs, 
also among the highly skilled (Portegijs, cloïn and collegues, 2008; Van 
Wel & Knijn, 2006). mothers in the Netherlands, generally experience this 
work-family balance as an enrichment of both working and personal lives. 
The national government is increasingly regarding the part-time culture as 
a societal problem, both because these women are needed in the labor force 
and because the financial independence of women has become an important 
political issue (Portegijs et al., 2008).

in situations where there is a shortage of time for family life, the notion 
of quality time is applied (hochschild, 1997; Brannen, 2005). many working 
parents do indeed indicate that their role as a mother or father does not de-
pend solely on time spent at home. studies indicate that for working parents, 
good experiences at work have positive effects on family life, and conversely, 
that being happy at home makes one a more productive employee. This 
bidirectional influence is called work-family enrichment (Greenhaus & Powell, 
2006). What does this mean in the situation of a commuter parent who is 
satisfied about his/her work, but is away from home for part of the week 
and thus has only limited time for care? And for a home-based parent who 
combines work and care as a single-parent for part of the time?

it is clear that the work-family balance in commuter families is different 
from that of the usual nuclear-residence dual-earner family. commuter 
families avoid or postpone the migration of the entire family for the career 
of the commuting partner (Van der Klis, 2008). That could imply that the 
career prospects of the home-based parent are not disturbed. however, in 
their study of dual-location households in the UK, Green and colleagues 
(1999a) found that some mothers in dual-location families decided to cut 
their work hours down as a direct result of their choice of this household ar-
rangement. The burden of the care tasks that the mother had to carry alone 
while the father was away increased considerably. Also, when the mother did 
not cut down in work hours because of the dual-location household, the care 
responsibilities lay with her alone for part of the time. This suggests gender 
inequality in commuter families similar to other geographical household 
arrangements, which confirms that even though egalitarian gender ideology 
may underlie this household arrangement, it is not a guarantee for an equal 
division of work and care (Becker & moen, 1999; hardill, 2002). 

in the geographical literature, studies on balancing work and family draw 
on hägerstrand’s (1970) time-space geography. According to this, individuals 
have a multitude of roles that influence their daily activity patterns. most of 
these activities cannot be fulfilled at the same time and/or place, which cre-
ates the need for people to travel between different locations. This traveling 
leads to paths that individuals cover in time and space; they are referred to 
as day-paths and week-paths. 
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depending on the nature and number of activities to be covered and on 
the available mode of travel, the distances that an individual may cover per 
day or per week vary substantially. A range of geographical studies looks 
into (gendered) time-space strategies for balancing home and work, by 
integrating not only working hours, but also commuting time (droogleever 
fortuijn & Karsten, 1989; fanning madden, 1981; turner & Niemeier, 
1997; dijst, 1999). Apart from traditional families where the male partner 
has the provider role (working on a local or regional scale) and the female 
partner is a fulltime homemaker (local scale), we can distinguish several 
dual-earner time-space strategies for the Netherlands. Within dual-earner 
families, three different work-family strategies are discerned regarding the 
commuting distances and the allocation of time in the work-family bal-
ance. firstly, the most dominant strategy in the Netherlands is that of the 
one-and-a-half working week (the regional/local type). one of the parents, 
usually the male, takes the traditional role of the primary breadwinner and 
is not restricted by care responsibilities in his working hours or commuting 
time. The other parent, usually the female, is not career oriented and works 
part-time, not more than 2 or 3 days a week, and often near the home in 
order not to lose too much time in commuting. This commitment enables 
her to combine work and care on a daily basis (Portegijs & Keuzenkamp, 
2008). secondly, there is a local/local type where both partners try to 
organize work and care on the same local scale without losing sight of a 
career. in the Netherlands this is the 4/4 couple (both couples work 4 days 
a week), predominantly located in highly-urbanized areas where there are 
enough job opportunities for both partners within short traveling (cycling) 
distance (de meester, mulder & droogleever fortuijn, 2007; Karsten, 2007). 
in their professional work orientation and the equal sharing of care, these 
families represent the dutch emancipated ideal in which both parents 
combine financial independence with family care on an individual basis 
(Portegijs, hermans & Lalta, 2006). Thirdly, a regional/regional strategy is 
distinguished, in which both partners have demanding jobs on a regional 
scale, including long commuting times. This type of family does not occur 
frequently among households with children in the Netherlands (statistics 
Netherlands, 2008). 

in this paper, we focus on commuter families’ time-space strategies to 
balance work and family commitments. By definition, commuter families 
have in common a large physical distance between the workplace of one 
of the partners and the family locale. A longer commute that is not un-
dertaken daily, can lead to a compartmentalizing of ‘home’ and ‘work’ for 
the commuting parent (Green et al., 1999b; Van der Klis & Karsten, 2009), 
because this parent is not available every day for caring activities in the 
family home. for the home-based parent, the commuter-family arrange-
ment can lead to intensive juggling of home and work commitments on the 
single-parenting days. The questions that arise are: What are the strategies 
of commuter families in balancing work and family? What are the differ-
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ences in terms of gender? What are the sacrifices and the enrichments of 
this specific work-family strategy?

4.3 Respondents and methods

Thirty parents in commuter families with one or more dependent 
children living in their household took part in this study. These commuter 
families are a subset of a larger set of thirty commuter couples, including 
15 couples without dependent children. owing to the absence of databases 
through which commuter families could be located and selected, we searched 
for respondents through networking, advertising, approaching companies, 
and the snowball method. We used purposive sampling (also known as theo-
retical sampling) for the selection of respondents (Glaser & strauss, 1967; 
mason, 1996). We used a questionnaire (by telephone) to determine whether 
a family would fit within the framework of our study. 

We sought a variety in the age groups of the children, in the distribution 
of paid work between the parents, in the types of occupation, and in the 
locations of the residential home and the commuting parent’s workplace. We 
limited the selection to people with moderate and higher skill levels. for the 
purpose of comparability of the respondents’ stories, we ruled out families 
for whom the time spent away from the communal residence was inherent in 
the type of profession, such as oilrig workers, truck drivers, travelling sales 
representatives, and naval officers. 

of the fifteen families who took part in the research (see table 1, p 88, 
for respondent characteristics), seven couples commuted between two resi-
dences within the Netherlands, and eight travelled between family homes 
in the Netherlands and residential locations abroad. These were mostly West 
european countries surrounding the Netherlands, such as the United King-
dom and Belgium (Brussels), but also switzerland and one non-european 
country (Bolivia). Three families had children younger than 4 years old; in 
three other families the children were between 4 and 12 years old; in seven 
families the ages were 13 to 18; and in two families there were children in 
several age groups. most families had one or two children. some couples 
were still extending their family; in other cases, some of the grown-up 
children had already left the parental home. All the dependent children lived 
permanently in the family residence with the home-based parent. in three 
cases, the father was the home-based parent; in all other cases the mother 
was home based. The commuter residence (where the commuting parent 
lived during workdays) was not part of the children’s daily activity pattern. 
As a rule, the children only visited the commuter residence occasionally.

The selected thirty respondents all took part in semi-structured in- 
depth interviews. The interviews looked into practices and daily activities 
during the days of single parenting and the days when both parents were at 
the family home. The topics covered were family care, household activities, 
paid work, leisure time, partnership, and the experiences of sacrifice and  
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Table 1 |Biographical data of participating commuter families (n= 30 parents; 15 couples)

Variable Category Number 
of couples

Travel variables

Duration of commuter 
family at time of 
interviews

<1 year
1–5 years
>5 years

2
9
4

Time that commuting 
parent spends at  
family home 
 
 
 

Weekend (Friday evening through Sunday evening/
Monday morning)

Long weekend (Thursday evening through Sunday 
evening/Monday morning)

Weekend and an extra mid-week night
Every second weekend
Several weeks out of several months

 
4 

5
3
1
2

Family variables

Age category of children <4 years
4–12 years
13–18 years
Combination of several age categories

3
3 
7
2

Number of children  
(living at family home)

1
2
3
4

7
6
1
1

Home based parent variables

Gender Male
Female

3
12

Profession Research/education
Politics/government /not-for-profit
Commercial/business
Self-employed/independent practitioner
Stay-at-home parent

1
4
3
4
3

Contracted work hours 
per week 

0 hours (stay-at-home parent)
1–20 hours
21–35 hours
36+ hours (full time)

3
3
5
4

Commuting parent variables

Gender Male
Female

12
3

Profession Research/education
Politics/government/not-for-profit
Commercial/business
Self-employed/independent practitioner

5
6
4
0

Contracted work hours 
per week 

1–20 hours
21–35 hours
36+ hours (full time)

0
3

12
Country of residence  
near workplace

The Netherlands
Other country (mostly European)

7
8
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enrichment. The individual interviews allowed both parents to reflect on 
their experiences from a personal angle. in order to enhance the compa-
rability of the interview material, the same interviewer carried out all the 
interviews. each of these lasted between sixty and ninety minutes; all were 
tape-recorded with the respondents’ consent and fully transcribed. The chil-
dren were not interviewed, thus the children’s experiences that were brought 
to bear were filtered through their parents’ interpretations.

in the analysis we combined an etic approach (taking relevant themes 
from the literature) with an emic approach (working out the analysis in 
detail from issues that the respondents brought up). coding, classifying 
and summarizing were used to uncover structures in the interview material 
(droogleever fortuijn, 2002). in this article, quotations are being used as 
noteworthy examples of the findings. to protect the privacy of the respond-
ents we applied pseudonyms.

4.4 Results: two types of work-family balance

The practices of the commuter families show similarities and differences. 
All families function as a single-parent family for part of the time and as 
a dual-parent family for the rest of the time. resulting from the selection 
criteria, the commuting parent in all the families works on the national or 
international scale, at a long distance from the family home. A finding that 
was not part of our selection criteria, however, was that all home-based 
parents work on the local scale, often within cycling distance of the family 
home. The close proximity of the home-based parent’s job to the family home 
turned out to be a common strategy among commuter families. reducing 
commuting time to a minimum enables the home-based parents to keep 
their daily activity prism for combining work, care, and home containable. 
Julia, who is a home-based mother who lives and works in the center of 
Amsterdam, remarks: “Well, if the company had been in [another city] I don’t know what 
I would have done. (…) I would have hated being in a hectic situation. For example, you might 
get stuck in traffic, and your child comes home from school, or something like that. (…) And 
of course also because Eric has an irregular schedule, and I can’t count on him in the sense of 
stability, of knowing when he will or will not be here, that is of course also important. After all, 
I am a single mother a large part of the time.”

We discern two work-family strategies based on the division of paid work 
between both partners. firstly, we distinguish a rather traditional gender di-
vision of paid work where the male partner takes the breadwinner role as the 
commuting parent and the female partner does not undertake many paid 
working hours, or none at all. however modern the phenomenon of the com-
muter family might be compared to the nuclear family, we call this first type 
the traditionalizing commuter family.1 secondly, we distinguish the practice in 
which both parents meet the obligations of paid work on a principle of equal-
ity; both parents have demanding jobs for at least 4 days a week. We call this 
second type the egalitarian commuter family, although in a strict sense a fully 
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egalitarian balance is impossible for commuter families. in the discussion of 
both practices we look first at paid work and then consider the implications 
for family care and household responsibilities. of the fifteen commuter 
families in our analysis, six are traditional and nine employ egalitarian prac-
tices. it should be noted that this numerical distribution cannot be regarded 
as a representative distribution of all commuter families in the Netherlands, 
because of our method of respondent selection (discussed above). The merit 
of the findings is to be found in the elucidation of the related mechanisms 
sustaining a particular strategy.

4.4.1 Traditionalizing commuter families
in the six traditionalizing commuter families, all the commuting parents 

are fathers and they are the primary breadwinners. They have fulltime jobs, 
are usually away from home five days a week, and intensify their workdays 
with overtime. They have a strong role identification with their job. some 
also bring work home during the weekends. The occupations of the commut-
ing parents are mostly in commerce or business in high-end corporations, 
in which these men hold positions of high responsibility with demanding 
working hours. 

When we look at the paid work of the home-based parents (all mothers), 
three have contracts for less than 20 hours a week and three others are 
stay-at-home homemakers. The working mothers chose their jobs to fit 
around the family obligations; the location of the job, the required number 
of work hours, and the flexibility of work hours came before the specific 
organization or the precise nature of the job. These mothers are in lower or 
higher vocational jobs or are freelancers. Those mothers who are not in paid 
employment are active in voluntary activities such as sports clubs. in these 
traditionalizing commuter-families, the work-family strategy is very similar 
to that of nuclear-family households with a 1.5 income or a 1.0 income 
strategy. These respondents did not make significant changes to contracted 
or actual work hours when they started their commuter partnership. Their 
work-family balance was already such that the male parent had a demand-
ing job that required long work hours and the female parent was primarily 
the homemaker. Any scaling back by the wife and scaling up in work hours 
by the husband to provide sufficient family income, had taken place when 
these couples founded their family. This strategy was not related to their 
commuter-family arrangement. Both parents in these families feel that this 
household strategy of dividing paid work and family care between them 
works well. The new feature in these families is not the division of roles, 
but that the men’s career does not oblige wives and children to follow the 
husband to another residential location (Van der Klis & mulder, 2008). 

in these families, there is not so much juggling of work and home, 
because of the traditional gender division of labor. Usually, there is no 
hired help for household or caring tasks. The most significant change in the 
practice of family care brought about by the commuter-family arrangement 
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is that, for several days a week, the fathers do not sleep at home. Their con-
tribution to daily household tasks continues to be negligible, as before. sarah 
(married to mark and mother of two teenage sons and a baby boy) explains 
this. int.: “So, that’s more or less the division that you had from the start, that the domestic 
things are more your role?” resp.: “Yes. There’s no way he’s going to stand over a hot stove.” 
int.: “…yes, I wanted to ask you about that, how do you divide the household tasks?” resp.: 
“I do them all”. int.: “You do them all on your own?” resp.: “Yes. He has no idea about them, 
it’s also like, he can never find his things. Ties, for instance. Where’s my tie? Where’s my belt? 
Where are my shoes? In that sense, yes, I think that’s a man’s habit anyway, that they can 
never find stuff. But that is my responsibility. He’s not going to get the groceries, he certainly 
wouldn’t.” int.: “…and cooking?” resp.: “No. No.” 

Both partners emphasize how important it is for the home-based parent 
to be a self-reliant person, meaning that the home-based parent cannot fall 
back on her partner for everyday decisions concerning the children or the 
household. “It must be said, for this arrangement you need to have a self-reliant partner. 
Because otherwise it would never work. Especially if you have children.” (Jack). “I was never 
very dependent, but because of this situation I’ve become very independent, and learnt to take 
care of everything on my own, and I guess that’s been positive. You become less dependent on 
someone else.” (Margaret, Jack’s wife).

The independence of the wives in managing life at home strikes a poor 
contrast, however, with their lack of financial self-reliance. The couples 
themselves, experience the individual responsibility for family care as an 
enrichment, and the secondary importance of the mother’s paid work activi-
ties is not regarded as a sacrifice. in this traditionalizing commuter-family 
arrangement, the male spouse gains personally by pursuing a fulfilling work 
career. in his family role of financial provider, he makes sure the family has 
a pleasant life without having to uproot the children for the benefit of their 
father’s career. mark (sarah’s husband and father of three boys): “I told Sarah, 
listen girl, I make my money in the west [author’s note: the economic core of the Netherlands], 
the wages are different in the eastern part of the country, that’s just the way things are. So, if 
we want to live the way we do, then that requires a certain income, and I can only earn that 
in the west. So that is the price we have to pay. And of course that takes its toll on both of us, 
because I would prefer - let me make that very clear, and Sarah knows this too - to be home 
every day with her and the boys. And of course, we also have our baby, that’s such a special 
thing, such a wonderful boy. Yes, you would want to hold him and see him every day. At least, 
that’s how I feel about it. (…) On the other hand, you shouldn’t over-dramatize things, there 
are of course lots of men - because that’s more or less how the world is structured, pilots, truck 
drivers - who are simply not at home every night of the week.”

The fathers’ absence during weeknights does of course have an impact on 
family life, especially on their relationship with the children. interestingly, 
however, the relationship between these fathers and their children does 
not necessarily seem to deteriorate. several fathers mention that, after an 
initial period of strongly reduced contact with their children, they came up 
with new ways of bonding. some give each child a cell phone or email their 
children frequently. one father is even active in his son’s msN network and 
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both have webcams. Jack (father of three; the interview took place at the 
dining table in the family home): “I’ve given every child a phone in their bedroom 
and I call them. And the children are at their desks doing their homework and then the phone 
rings and apparently it’s a game to be the first to pick up the phone. And to be honest, at those 
moments I have a better connection with the children than when I am at home. At home it 
often goes like, I am sitting over here, three kids, and my wife over there, and then there are 
these conversations on Friday evenings, one story after another, and of course I can’t follow 
half of them, and then I ask about that, like, what’s that all about then? And then the children 
don’t feel like explaining it all, to tell the whole previous history again.” The stories of the 
fathers make it clear that, over time, the intensity of these contacts varies, 
depending on the children’s need for and interest in them. Although these 
fathers experience some sacrifice concerning family life, the commuter fam-
ily arrangement also brings enrichment in the father-child relationships. 
This finding indicates that the notion of ‘quality time’ can be realized if a 
parent makes an effort to give shape to the way in which time with children 
is spent, even when a parent is not physically present.

4.4.2 Egalitarian commuter families
The second practice of commuter families – both parents meet the obliga-

tions of paid work on a principle of equality – consists of nine households. 
These respondents’ occupations differ in type from those of traditionalizing 
commuter families. Among the egalitarian families, the occupations of both 
parents are mainly in the public sector (government, politics, not-for-profit, 
research, and education), some are self-employed and only a few are in 
business. Both parents are contracted for at least 4 days a week and most 
work fulltime (36 hours or more). These respondents have in common that 
they are in highly specialized, knowledge-based occupations that provide 
some room for flexible work hours or working from home for part of the 
time. We found some variations between couples in days spent on paid work. 
independent of the number of contracted hours, some couples follow a 5/5 
strategy (both parents work five days a week), and others a 4/4 strategy 
(both parents are actively engaged in paid work 4 days a week). The age of 
the children did not influence the strategy followed. We established that 
commuting parents with fulltime contracts sometimes negotiate with their 
employer to compress their workweek into four intensified workdays, or 
that they arrange to work from home for part of the time. This concession 
ensures that they do not have to be away from the family for more than 
four days a week. This enables the commuting parent to combine the heavy 
workload with significant responsibility in family care and household tasks. 
delia’s is an example of a workweek compressed into four days: “A four-day 
workweek, when I still worked in the Netherlands I also had that… that leads to an adequately 
balanced week. (…) Yes, that is a pleasant division in work time and non-work time. (…) But 
here, when I am at work, I work absurdly long hours. You shouldn’t be allowed to write that 
down. I really work from nine in the morning until eleven or twelve at night. (…) That is of 
course also because I don’t have anyone to go home to in the evening….” some couples 
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(4/4) have officially scaled their contracted hours back to four days a week 
to protect their family time. intensifying the hours worked while away from 
the family home creates a feeling of living in two separate worlds for the 
commuting parents; they have a work life and a family life (Van der Klis & 
Karsten, 2009). from the work-life point of view, this compartmentalization 
is often experienced as an enrichment. it enables the commuting parents to 
focus on the job without the distractions of everyday family responsibilities. 
from the family perspective this compressing is by many also considered to 
be positive. it helps create more family time than just the bare minimum of 
the weekends. rick and Paula apply a 4/4 work model; rick is at the family 
home from Thursday evenings to monday mornings. he does not bring work 
home. rick remarks: “It’s terribly hectic if both have a fulltime job and two children. That 
is not to be recommended [laughter] (…) A weekend of three days is substantially longer than 
a weekend of two days, you really notice the difference. So, that’s why I don’t take my day off 
in the middle of the week, like on a Wednesday.” on this issue Paula mentions: “It’s not 
only how often you’re there, but also what you are like when you are there. And it’s because we 
both work part-time. When Rick is here, then he’s completely here for three days. So yes, my 
own father used to come home every evening, but he left the house each morning at seven and 
returned in the evening at seven, and then he was tired. I think he was there for me less than 
Rick is there for our children.” 

A common factor in all the egalitarian commuter families, is that they 
operate from the family philosophy that both parents have equal rights and 
responsibilities toward their employment careers and family care. Both want 
to combine a life-style of careerism with that of familism on an individual 
level (Bell, 1968; de meester et al., 2007; Karsten, 2003; Van der Klis & 
mulder, 2008). They both regard this combination as an enrichment of their 
lives. The equal division of paid work between partners forms the basis 
for a more or less equal division of care and household duties. in contrast 
with the traditionalizing families, the commuting parent picks up everyday 
household and care tasks on returning to the family home: “…it’s pleasant for the 
family, I take it, that I also do some things at home. I have a number of family tasks that are my 
responsibility. (…) Yes, I have to keep the shed tidy, and I don’t always do that [laughter] (…) 
and I do the grocery shopping for the entire week (…) there are regular spots in the refrigerator 
and in the cupboards where I check if everything is there. But of course I’ve done that all my life. 
(…) And I also do all the cooking when I am at home. Paula only cooks when I’m not there. She 
doesn’t like cooking, and I do. (…) but I simply decide what food there is for the family for the 
whole week [laughter]” (Rick).

on the other days, when the home-based parent is in fact a single parent, 
some household and care responsibilities, like cleaning and childcare, are 
contracted out. in the families with teenagers, the children do substantial 
chores, such as cooking, helping out with the laundry or keeping the house 
tidy. But teenagers also require substantial parenting time, although this 
is more about ‘being there’ than about ‘doing care’. furthermore, as the 
children grow up, the parenting role towards the children becomes more 
complicated. At times, teenagers cling to their home-based parent and reject 
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the parenting activities of the commuting parent with the reproach that this 
parent’s input is obviously not needed during the week, so why interfere dur-
ing the weekend? The teenagers’ point of view (as explained by their parents) 
makes clear that, also in the egalitarian commuter family, the home-based 
parent (whether female or male) has the family-care coordinator role, both 
during the single-parenting days and when both parents are there. When 
we look at the time allocation of the commuter parents’ efforts at home, it 
is clear that they simply cannot compete with the home-based parents. The 
commuting parents are themselves aware of their shortcomings, particularly 
towards the children. in this respect they fear unexpected events that have 
an impact on the emotional wellbeing of their children. When asked about 
the most important sacrifice of their commuter-family arrangement, rick 
responds: “The biggest disadvantage, uhm…. I guess that would be that you miss out on some 
things with the children that you would prefer to do together. You will always see that Daniel 
breaks up with his girlfriend and needs parental support at a moment when I’m not there, or 
something like that.” 

Both partners are very much aware of the delicate work-family balance, 
the unavoidable feelings of guilt, and the diplomatic skills required to 
continue their ideal of equality. Jenny (commuting mother of three-year-old 
roxana): “You sometimes miss out on things. Like the other day we had Roxana’s first 
parent-teacher meeting at school. That was on a Tuesday when I was in Brussels. Well, then 
I can’t get on a plane just like that to be there, but that is a great pity. But Samuel is simply 
a wonderful husband, he makes sure I don’t feel shut out. We don’t use the situation against 
one another that is very important. He has told me countless times when I felt guilty: ‘hey, it’s 
all going fine, if there’s a problem I’ ll let you know.’ I think that it could lead to jealousy if the 
other person had to make a sacrifice. But luckily he enjoys taking care of Roxana. I think that 
neither of us feels that he has made a terrible sacrifice.” indeed, home-based parents 
do not seem to consider their single-parenting as a great sacrifice; rather, 
they feel their spouse, the commuting parent, makes significant sacrifices in 
missing part of family life. so they make it clear that they would not want to 
trade places and become the commuting parent themselves. samuel (Jenny’s 
husband, home-based father of roxana): “It’s all going very well; I feel I’ve been very 
lucky.” Paula (mother of two teenagers): “I don’t think I would have liked to have the 
other role in this commuting. Not that I’m such a mothering animal, not at all, but I think I 
would find it very boring…” We identify that part of the experienced sacrifices and 
enrichments result from comparing one’s individual situation with that of 
one’s spouse, which shows the context based character of experiences of en-
richment or sacrifice, and how they are relative to one’s frame of reference.

4.5 Conclusion and discussion 

in this paper, we addressed the question how commuter families create a 
work-family balance in a situation of geographical incongruity of the scales 
of work and family life. The empirical evidence presented, is derived from 
a small-scale dataset of 30 in-depth interviews with both the home-based 
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parents and the commuting parents in 15 commuter families in the Nether-
lands.

commuter families combine the work location of one parent on a large 
national or international scale with the other parent’s work location and the 
family home on a local scale. They bridge diverging geographical scales of 
work and home by creating a compartmentalized workweek for the commut-
ing parent at a distant location. That arrangement distinguishes commuting 
couples from other working households. in the case of commuter families, 
in parallel with the compartmentalized workweek of the commuting parent, 
the home-based parent is tied up as a single parent, juggling work and family 
commitments on the days when the spouse is away. That makes their work-
family balance an intriguing one.

on the basis of our research, we conclude that commuter families can 
be classified in two main types of work-family balance. The first type is the 
traditionalizing type and consists of a fulltime working father, and a mother 
as homemaker who has only a limited number of paid working hours or none 
at all. in those traditionalizing families where both spouses are involved in 
paid work, the male works full time and the female part-time. They resemble 
the dominant household arrangement in the Netherlands of 1.5 working 
parents. This type is traditional in its gender stereotypes: men do not share 
household or caring tasks and women do not bother very much about paid 
work. The arrangement is not traditional in the sense that the family does 
not passively follow the male partner in family migration whenever he 
makes a career move. The daily life and the social embeddedness of the fam-
ily are not sacrificed for the man’s career. 

The second type of work-family balance within commuter families is 
based on an egalitarian notion of combining work and family roles on an 
individual level for both parents. These commuter families are, however, pri-
marily egalitarian in their paid-work practices. Both partners work (nearly) 
full-time and divide the responsibility for the family income between them. 
one partner is locally oriented, not necessarily the mother, and the other 
works far beyond the local scale. The absence of the commuting parent dur-
ing a substantial part of the week brings about an imbalance between the 
parents in their family-care roles. The home-based parent is the coordinator 
(and the most active in practical terms); the commuting parent engages ac-
tively in family-care tasks on the days spent in the family home, but mainly 
carries out well-defined straightforward household tasks. in this respect, 
this type deviates from the symmetric division of work and family between 
partners in a 4/4 work week and equal time spent on family care. The com-
muter families in which both parents work full time (5/5 model), shows a 
work-family balance that is rare in the Netherlands: a family with dependent 
children in which both parents work full time.

commuting parents in both commuter family types take their fathering/
mothering roles very seriously. They keep in contact with their children 
from a distance and spend quality time with them during the weekend. 
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The parents discuss all kinds of parenting decisions by telephone or email. 
home-based parents in both types are similar in their local work orienta-
tion. They seek to reduce commuting time in order to keep a balance between 
work and care.

The geographical strategy of commuter families has the positive effect 
that for at least one partner (and sometimes both partners) the extended 
geographical scale of job locations can be utilized. even though some home-
based parents (both female and male) limit their work time, those involved 
do not consider that a great sacrifice. on the contrary, the most important 
experiences of sacrifice are the commuting parents’ experiences with regard 
to their family life, because of missing out on the daily family life for a sub-
stantial part of the time. overall, these families feel that their exceptional 
household arrangement brings some work-family conflict, but also substan-
tial enrichments in their work-family balance.

interestingly, these families do not usually see a role for institutions 
outside the household, such as their employers, in supporting them to create 
a work-family balance. some commuting parents have made an agreement 
with their employers to compress their work week into four days, but they 
tend to over-compensate this ‘favor’ by working extra over-time hours on 
those days (which is possible because they are separated from their family 
on those days). Additionally, most commuter families apply a strategy that 
is very common in the Netherlands: at least one parent, usually the mother, 
works part-time and on the local scale in order to balance work and family 
care. This finding adds to the discussion on the personalization of the poli-
tics of time in the Netherlands, as well as in other post-industrial countries. 
Although there is a growing societal demand for all adult members of society 
to be active in the labor force and to work more hours, the responsibilities of 
creating a work-family balance are still largely taken as an intra-household 
responsibility. 

Notes
1. We use the term ‘traditionalizing’ instead of ‘traditional’ to indicate that these families 

form a special category. Although these families have characteristics in which they are like 

traditional nuclear families, as commuter families they also have characteristics that clearly 

distinguish them from traditional families. most importantly, in commuter families the 

husband’s career does not lead to the traditional choice for family migration.
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Abstract
While most people in post-industrial societies, such as the Netherlands, 
continue to live as nuclear families, new household arrangements 
have emerged in which couples no longer commit to living in one 
shared residence. One such household arrangement is the commuter 
partnership, in which one partner lives near work part of the time. 
The objective in this article was to gain a better understanding 
of the sustainability of commuter partnerships and to contribute 
to uncovering the function that this household arrangement can 
have in the coordination of parallel careers of different household 
members over time. The study draws on in-depth interviews with 
both individual partners in 30 commuter partnerships with at least 
one residence located in the Netherlands, and a follow-up survey of 
the same commuter couples several years later. Our findings indicate 
that, for most couples, the commuter partnership should not be 
regarded as a prelude to family migration, but rather as a household 
arrangement by which family migration is avoided altogether, either 
for a limited period, or as a long-term alternative to the nuclear 
family. The findings further indicate that, when couples look on their 
commuter partnership as the result of their individual choice, they 
generally envision the future duration of their commuter partnership 
quite accurately. When their choice is guided by the external 
circumstances of job contracts, couples appear to be less accurate in 
predicting the future duration of their commuter partnerships. 
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5.1 Introduction

in recent years, sociologists and (population) geographers have pointed 
out that the continuity of individuals’ life courses has become pressured in 
late modernity (for example: Boyle, halfacree & robinson, 1998; elder, 1994; 
Giddens, 1991). over the life course, adaptability is required of individuals 
and households regarding choices in the basic life domains of work, partner-
ship, family, and residence (moen and Wethington, 1992). This pressure can 
be ascribed in part to the societal changes occurring in the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries, such as the expansion of education and its impor-
tance for individual development, fluctuations in the economic climate, the 
growth in female labour participation, the delay of family formation, and 
the increase in divorce and partnership dissolution (Liefbroer & dykstra, 
2000; Van de Kaa, 1994). individualization and the associated ideology that 
individuals are personally responsible for their life-course choices and life 
plans are further developments that have impacted on individual lives in 
late modernity (Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991). 

These societal developments have led to an increased variety in the geo-
graphical organization of household arrangements in post-industrial socie-
ties, albeit that most families continue to live as nuclear families who share 
one residence and commence their complex daily activity patterns from 
this location (Bailey, Blake & cooke, 2004; fagnani, 1993; hardill, Green & 
dudleston, 1997; hochschild, 1997; Karsten, 2003). 

relatively recently, however, household arrangements have emerged in 
which couples no longer commit to living in one shared residence, enabling 
them to adapt to circumstances and combine individual and common 
commitments. examples of such household arrangements are Living-Apart-
together and commuter partnerships (haskey, 2005). in the commuter 
partnership, which is the object of study here, the nuclear-household ar-
rangement is replaced by one in which one partner lives near his or her work 
for part of the time and away from the communal family residence, because 
the commuting distance is too great to travel on a daily basis. few previously 
published studies of this type of partnership in the UsA and the UK indicate 
that some couples regard a commuter partnership as an unsustainable, 
temporary alternative to the nuclear family, while other couples regard this 
household arrangement as a lifestyle that they expect to be sustainable for 
many years (Gerstel & Gross, 1984; Green, hogarth & shackleton, 1999a, 
1999b). A study among commuter partnerships in the Netherlands showed 
that this household arrangement can be regarded as an alternative to family 
migration or not migrating (Van der Klis & mulder, 2008). 

despite these different time horizons of couples in commuter partner-
ships, it has as yet not been explored how commuter partnerships actually 
develop over time. Previous studies into commuter partnerships have not 
provided a longitudinal view that would allow the comparison of respond-
ents’ stated intentions regarding the future of their commuter partnership 
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and their actual experiences several years later. Nevertheless, because the 
commuter partnership might become an increasingly common alternative 
geographical household arrangement to the nuclear household in today’s 
flexible society, understanding the extent to which commuter partner-
ships are temporary or longer term household arrangements in couples’ 
life courses is relevant. The time horizons that couples have in mind are 
influenced by the circumstances they perceive to be important; these can be 
of either an individual or an external nature (hitlin & elder, 2007). however, 
perceived time horizons may not coincide with the actual durations of 
certain life-course phases. A commuter partnership chosen as a temporary 
solution might last much longer than the couple initially intended; on the 
other hand, a commuter partnership embarked on as a lifestyle choice could 
last for a shorter period than anticipated. 

The objective in this article is to gain a better understanding of the 
sustainability of commuter partnerships and to contribute to uncovering 
the function that this household arrangement can have in the coordination 
of parallel careers of different household members over time. The article 
studies commuter partnerships that are based in the Netherlands and who 
have either two residential locations in the Netherlands, or one location in 
the Netherlands and a second location in another country. The questions 
addressed are: What time horizons do couples have in mind for the future 
course of their commuter partnership, and to what extent do these time 
horizons coincide with the actual course? how can continuity or change in 
couples’ life courses explain the development of their household arrange-
ment over time? 

After looking further into the academic concepts used, we elaborate on 
the context of the Netherlands and on the characteristics of the selected 
respondents. We then discuss the experiences reported by commuter cou-
ples over time, using longitudinal data that consist of individual in-depth 
interviews with both partners in 30 commuter couples who are based in the 
Netherlands, and a follow-up survey of the same 30 couples carried out 2 - 4 
years later. 

5.2 Theory and previous research

The commuter partnership can be regarded as a household arrangement 
that some couples choose as an alternative solution when they are consider-
ing whether to migrate or not (Van der Klis & mulder, 2008). The choice for 
a commuter partnership can be motivated by a couple’s wish to match the 
individual career commitments of both partners, particularly in the case of 
dual-earner households. family migration is shown to occur most often for 
the benefit of occupational and educational careers (mulder, 1993). however, 
when dual-earner households migrate, one spouse usually has to give up a 
job at the location of origin to enable the other spouse to start a job at the 
destination location. A spouse who joins in migration for the benefit of the 
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partner’s career is referred to in the migration literature as a trailing spouse 
or tied mover. similarly, a tied stayer is a spouse who declines the option 
of family migration for the benefit of his or her own occupational career, 
because this would harm the partner’s career (cooke, 2003; mincer, 1978). 
trailing spouses have a smaller probability of obtaining (suitable) employ-
ment after family migration and they tend to have lower incomes (Bielby & 
Bielby, 1992; Boyle,cooke and colleagues, 2001; clark & huang, 2006; cooke 
& Bailey, 1996; cooke, 2003; Jacobsen & Levin, 1997; shihadeh, 1991; smits, 
1999; Van ommeren, 2000). 

in some couples, partners are not willing to make such a sacrifice for the 
benefit of their partner’s occupational career and instead opt for a commuter 
partnership. other reasons that can influence the choice for a commuter 
partnership can be found in the life domains of family and residence. 
sometimes, family migration is rejected as an option when one partner finds 
a job at a longer distance from the shared home and the other partner has a 
specific social attachment to the original region, city or residence. The social 
and residential stability of children can also provide a rationale for choosing 
not to migrate and to opt for a commuter partnership instead when one 
partner finds a job at a greater distance from the family home. A commuter 
partnership can thus provide a solution when a couple rejects both family 
migration and not migrating, either temporarily or for the longer term (Van 
der Klis & mulder, 2008). 

As a household arrangement, the commuter partnership can be looked 
on as an alternative to a nuclear-family arrangement. The nuclear family is 
characterized in numerous definitions as a social group who live together 
in a shared residence (for instance: Berelson & steiner, 1964; degler, 1980; 
murdock, 1965). in their study of dual-career commuter marriages in the 
United states, Gerstel and Gross (1984) point out that this view of the 
nuclear family is grounded in empirical descriptions of the typical, modern, 
Western family. Gerstel and Gross criticize this definition of the family as a 
one-sided view that does not represent the lives of many Western families. 
interestingly enough, their own empirical findings showed that the commut-
er marriage was regarded by most of their respondents as a temporary situa-
tion, even when these couples were quite unsure when it would end, because 
most of them regarded living together as an integral part of being married. 
Green et al. (1999a, 1999b) studied dual-location households in the United 
Kingdom in which one spouse travelled weekly on long-distance trains be-
tween central London and its wider region. Their study showed that, besides 
those couples who felt they were pushed into a commuter partnership and 
regarded it as a temporary phase, there were also families for whom the 
dual-location household could be interpreted as a lifestyle. These lifestyle 
commuter families opted for a dual-location household, because that enabled 
them to combine well-paid and high-status employment in central London 
with affordable and child-friendly residential settings at a greater distance 
from the city. These families knew from the start that this specific combina-
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tion of occupational and residential commitments automatically implied a 
long-term dual-location household and they expected it to be sustainable for 
the medium term. What the studies by Gerstel and Gross (1984) and Green 
et al. (1999a, 1999b) show is that the commuter partnership can be an an-
ticipatory choice based on the anticipation of an expected or desirable future 
life-course event that will terminate the commuter partnership and result in 
all family members reuniting in one residential location, or that it can be a 
choice made for the longer term. 

in his work on late modern society, Giddens (1991) points out that 
strategic life planning has become of special importance for individuals as a 
planning and timing device for significant events in the life course. Because 
the individuals in partnerships form networks of interdependent or linked 
lives, there is a need to synchronize both spouses’ individual preferences 
and common interests (Bailey et al., 2004; heinz & Kruger, 2001; Jarvis, 
1999). depending on their circumstances and the importance attached to 
specific individual or common life plans, the time horizons that couples 
have in mind for the duration of their commuter partnership can differ. 
These horizons can be focused on either short-term or long-term goals, and 
they can vary between well-defined periods of time or open-ended time 
frames (hitlin & elder, 2007). it is likely that couples will apply different 
time horizons depending on certain phases in the life course, such as the 
years before they choose to have children, in the life phase when there are 
dependent children in the household or when a couple is in the life-course 
phase of empty nester. The resources available to the household and restric-
tions hampering them also influence the household’s choice options over 
time (mulder & hooimeijer, 1999). for example, a household might opt for a 
commuter partnership more easily if the rise in income compensates for hav-
ing to pay for two residences. Also, having children might form a restriction 
for some to migrate and lead to opting for a commuter partnership instead. 
for others, instead, having children might rule out a commuter partnership. 
furthermore, being in a dual-income household can be a restriction for fam-
ily migration because, as pointed out before, this may lead to a tied move for 
one partner. on the other hand, not migrating may lead to a tied stay for the 
other partner. 

When we look at the actual course of a commuter partnership over 
time, it is important to recognize that life courses are not solely directed 
by personal preferences and couples’ self-initiated choices. opportunities 
and constraints that are created outside the individual or couple determine 
their set of choice options (mulder, 1993). Unforeseen circumstances and 
chance are relevant for the development of the life course over time. such 
circumstances can be personal in nature, for instance in the case of sudden 
illness, or they can be related to societal conditions, for instance when the 
changing conditions in regional labour markets and the global and local 
economy result in the loss of one’s job or in a growing share of temporary 
job contracts at the cost of tenured positions. The increased emphasis on a 
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flexible economy requires households to be flexible and adaptive regarding 
work and consequently also regarding the choice for residential location and 
household arrangements. in that sense, the life course is contingent in char-
acter and its predictability is limited for individuals and families (Brannen 
& Nilsen, 2005; sennett, 1998). This contingent character is probably also 
relevant for the continuity of commuter partnerships. 

5.3 Commuter partnerships in the Netherlands

in order to understand the function of a commuter partnership in the 
life courses of the couples studied, it is relevant to have some knowledge of 
the particular context that these couples are part of. The couples studied all 
have a shared residence in the Netherlands. The greatest concentration of 
employment opportunities is to be found in the randstad region, with the 
larger cities of Amsterdam, rotterdam and The hague (dieleman & musterd, 
1992). related to the high population density, this part of the Netherlands 
is struggling with mobility problems like traffic jams and train delays. This 
reduces the accessibility of work places and increases strategic residential 
location choice; especially among dual earner households (Karsten, 2003; 
Van ham, hooimeijer & mulder, 2001). Living in the north or the south of 
the Netherlands while working in the randstad leads to travel times that are 
well above a reasonable daily commute. 

The economy of the Netherlands is characterized by a large service sector 
with a strong international orientation. This orientation is strengthened by 
international treaties such as the european schengen treaty, and also by the 
ample opportunities for international travel through high speed railways 
and the hub position of schiphol Airport near Amsterdam. This economic 
position leads to both the attraction and sending out of highly-skilled expa-
triate workers (musterd, Bontje & ostendorf, 2006). 

The Netherlands is nowadays one of the european countries with the 
highest participation of women on the labour market, although a majority of 
women work part-time (Portegijs & Keuzenkamp, 2008; Portegijs, hermans 
& Lalta, 2006). 

so far, it has been difficult to estimate how many commuter partnerships 
exist in the Netherlands, since no official figures are available. it is estimated 
that, of the couples with and without children in the Netherlands around 
2003, less than one percent lived in a commuter partnership (Van der Klis & 
mulder, 2008). however, the combination of individuals working outside the 
Netherlands as expatriates and the growth in female labour-market partici-
pation have set the conditions for this number to grow in the future.

5.4 Selection and characteristics of respondents

The study of the development of commuter partnerships over time and 
the relationship between stated intentions and actual experiences several 
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years later requires longitudinal data (Green et al., 1999a, 1999b; Jarvis, 
1999). furthermore, since the study concerns not only the variety in couples’ 
choices about continuing (with or without adjustments) or ending a com-
muter partnership but also their considerations for these choices, we opted 
for the use of qualitative biographical data (Bailey et al., 2004; halfacree & 
Boyle, 1993). 

owing to the absence of databases through which commuter partnerships 
could be located and selected, we searched for respondents through network-
ing, advertising, approaching companies, and the snowball method. We used 
purposive sampling (also known as theoretical sampling) for the selection of 
respondents (Glaser & strauss, 1967; mason, 1996). A benefit of purposive 
sampling in explorative research is that it helps to study a specific part of the 
population and to select respondents on the basis of specific similarities and 
differences. Limitations are that it creates artificial boundaries between cat-
egories of people who are supposed to be similar in life-style, and that some 
forms of self-selection might take place among the respondents. Whether a 
couple would fit within the framework of our study was established through 
a questionnaire that was used in telephone or e-mail conversations. Based on 
the answers given in this questionnaire, couples were selected to take part in 
individual interviews with each spouse. We sought a variety in the types of 
occupation, couples with and without dependent children in the household, 
variation in couples’ life-course phases, and couples with two residential 
locations in the Netherlands as well as couples who travel between one 
location in the Netherlands and another in a different country, we limited 
the selection to people with moderate and higher skill levels. furthermore, 
couples had to meet several criteria in order to fit the profile of a commuter 
partnership: the travel time between both locations should be well above a 
commuting tolerance for daily commuting; for the purpose of comparability 
of the respondents’ stories we ruled out Living-Apart-together couples, who 
prefer separate residences in any event and we also excluded couples for 
whom the time spent away from the communal residence was inherent in 
the type of profession, such as oilrig workers, truck drivers, travelling sales 
representatives, and naval officers. 

Thirty couples took part in the research project (see table 1 for respond-
ent characteristics). fifteen couples commuted between two residences 
within the Netherlands, 15 others travelled between a home in the Nether-
lands and a location in another country; mostly West european countries 
surrounding the Netherlands such as the United Kingdom, Germany, and 
Belgium (Brussels), but also switzerland and one non-european country 
(Bolivia). fifteen couples had dependent children (of various ages) who lived 
permanently in one communal residence with either the mother or the 
father, while the other parent commuted to a location near the workplace.

each partner of all 30 couples took part in an in-depth semi-structured 
interview. The partners were interviewed separately to enable each respond-
ent to reflect on their experiences and choices from an individual point of 
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Table 1 |characteristics of commuter couples (n = 30)

Characteristic Category Number 
of cases 

Age categories of 
respondents

Under 30 years
30–40 years
40–55 years
55+ years

3
5

17
5

Dependent children  
in family

Yes
No

15
15

Parent with whom 
children live (n = 15) 

Mother
Father

12
3

Country of commuter 
residence*

The Netherlands 
Other country (mostly in Europe)

15
15

Commuting partner Male
Female

21
9

Commuting rhythm Weekends at communal residence
Other (bi-weekly or monthly frequency)

22
8

Occupation of 
respondents 
(n = 60) 

Research/education
Politics/government/NGO
Commercial/business
Self-employed/independent practitioner
Stay-at-home parent

17
17
19

3
4

Contracted work hours 
per week (n = 60) 

<12 h
12–28
29–36
36+ (full time)

3
8

11
38

* Note: the family home is located in the Netherlands in all 30 cases.

 

view (Valentine, 1999). The duration of the interviews was between 60 and 
90 min. All interviews were carried out by the same interviewer in order 
to enhance the comparability of the interview material. All interviews 
were tape-recorded, with the respondents’ consent, and fully transcribed 
for the purpose of the analysis. At the end of each interview, the respond-
ent was asked for permission to be contacted again after several years for 
participation in a follow-up survey (no specific moment for the follow-up 
was indicated at the time of the interview). All the respondents gave this 
permission. The couples were interviewed between 2003 and 2005; on each 
occasion, no more than 2 weeks elapsed between the interviews with each 
partner of a couple. four couples were interviewed in 2003, eighteen couples 
were interviewed in 2004, eight couples in 2005. The couples were contacted 
for the follow-up survey in 2007. All 30 couples participated in this survey. 
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The survey contained questions about the continuity or change in the 
couple’s residential, work and family circumstances, and provided plenty 
of opportunity for the respondents to add comments. two-thirds of the re-
spondents completed the survey in written form, sometimes followed by an 
email conversation with the interviewer in which the respondents provided 
additional information. one-third of the respondents completed the survey 
verbally during a telephone conversation with the interviewer, which in 
several instances led to a spontaneous open interview. 

5.5 Empirical findings

5.5.1 The (dis)continuation of commuter partnerships
during the initial interviews, we asked respondents to reflect on their fu-

ture plans or expectations for their commuter partnership. At that time, just 
a handful of respondents expected their commuter partnership to terminate 
within a year; all the others employed time horizons of at least several years. 

The findings from the follow-up survey about the (dis)continuation of the 
commuter partnerships correspond with four types of possible patterns, as 
illustrated in figure 1. fifteen couples were living in one shared home again 
(patterns A and B); fourteen couples had as yet continued the commuter 
partnership (pattern c); and one couple had separated (pattern d). 

A B

Family 
home

Second
home

Family 
home

Second
home

Family 
home

Second
home

Family 
home

Second
home

Ti
m
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C D New 
permanent 
home

Divorce

Figure 1 | The sustainability of commuter partnerships: possible developments over time. 

(adapted from Green et al., 1999b). (A) commuter partnership for a finite period, 

then reunification at original family home; (B) commuter partnership as a prelude 

to family migration to a new location; (c) commuter partnership for an indefinite 

period; (d) commuter partnership as a prelude to divorce 

When we take a closer look at the 15 couples who reunited in one shared 
home, we note that 11 of them reunited in their original family home (pat-
tern A). Their commuter partnerships lasted for an average of 4.5 years, with 
the incidental exception of one couple whose commuter partnership had 
lasted for 12 years. for these couples the commuter partnership arrange-
ment lasted for a middle-long term and through this arrangement they 
managed to avoid family migration altogether. for four other couples, the 
commuter partnership turned out to be a transitory phase before family 
migration to the new location (pattern B); these commuter partnerships also 
lasted for the middle-long term, with an average of 4 years. Then there were 
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14 couples who were at the moment of the follow-up as yet continuing their 
commuter partnership (pattern c), the average duration was 6 years at the 
time of the follow-up survey. in this group, only one couple clearly indicated 
that they expected to migrate to their current second location at some 
point in time (pattern B); four other couples indicated that they expected 
to reunite in their original family home in the future (pattern A); and the 
remaining nine couples gave no clear indication about where or when they 
would join up in one residence. This finding indicates that in addition to a 
substantial number of commuter couples who were already reunited in their 
original family home, or expected to do so in time (15 couples in total), there 
is also a notable group of nine respondents who continue their commuter 
partnership as a household arrangement that does not require to be changed 
into a nuclear household arrangement. for a much smaller number of 
commuter partnerships in our study it turned out to be a prelude to family 
migration (only five couples had migrated or intended to do so at the time of 
the follow-up).

The divorced couple (pattern d) had come to this decision after continu-
ing their commuter partnership for 15 years. The method used here does not 
control for elements of self-selection that would be unfavourable to couples 
with unstable relationships. however, a study by Gerstel and Gross (1984) 
came to similar findings about the low incidence of divorce among commuter 
marriages in the UsA. 

in the following sections, we discuss the respondents’ explanations for 
the continuity or termination of the commuter partnerships. A distinction 
could be drawn between couples who originally envisioned unlimited time 
horizons and those who had limited time horizons in mind for the duration 
of their commuter partnership. These time horizons serve as a starting point 
for this discussion; the actual situations at the time of the follow-up are 
then set out. 

5.5.2 Couples with an unlimited time horizon
The respondents who stated in the interviews that they expected their 

commuter partnership to last for an unlimited period, probably for years to 
come, often mentioned that they were confident that their partnership could 
withstand the possible pressures they might encounter. should the situation 
lead to unanticipated problems or dissatisfaction, they expected to decide 
there and then how to cope with those circumstances. These couples could 
be divided into two groups: those who regarded their commuter partnership 
as a household arrangement that was compatible with their lifestyle choices; 
and the couples whose commitment to the occupational career was the 
engine behind their commuter partnership.

Commuting life style
in the first group of couples (seven) with unlimited time horizons in mind 

at the time of the initial interviews, the respondents regarded their com-
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muter partnership as a household arrangement that was compatible with 
their lifestyle. This group of respondents is diverse; some had young chil-
dren, others had teenagers at home, and others had recently become empty 
nesters or were voluntarily childless. The professions varied between private 
and public sector jobs and self-employment. some were dual-career couples 
with both spouses deeply involved in their occupational careers; others were 
dual-earners who opted for the commuter partnership in order to combine a 
fulfilling occupational career for one (usually male) spouse with a preferred 
residential lifestyle for the family and a (part-time) job for the spouse who 
lived permanently in this location. 

The follow-up survey showed that six of these seven couples were as yet 
continuing their commuter partnership, with roughly the same commuting 
rhythms of separate locations and being together. Apparently, these couples’ 
expectations about the future course of their commuter partnership had 
been accurate up to that moment. An important resemblance between these 
couples was their continuing positive attitude towards this household ar-
rangement as a durable lifestyle. each partner, male and female, in all these 
couples emphasized their mutual independence within the framework of 
their partnership and family, which was expressed in self-fulfilment in the 
occupational career or in the residential career. They declared during the in-
terviews that the commuter partnership was qualitatively in no way inferior 
to a nuclear family situation. rick,1 for example, is a manager and father of 
two teenage children. Both he and his wife have rewarding jobs that they 
enjoy. rick is away from the family for 4 days a week. Although he realizes 
that he sometimes misses out on events that are part of everyday family life, 
he remarks: “Of course, all kinds of things can happen, but a commuter partnership in itself 
is something I could continue for at least ten years, no problem whatever. (…) I truly say this 
without any reservations; I mean, it’s absolutely not a question of ‘hanging in there’ or some-
thing like that. It’s simply a deliberate choice. Yes.” Both rick and his wife Paula point 
out that they would not have considered a commuter partnership when their 
children were younger because they expected the division of care tasks to 
be divided too uneven among them at that time. other dual-career couples, 
however, did not regard having young children as an obstacle to avoid a com-
muter partnership at the cost of their individual career choices. This finding 
shows that, for some couples, the role of life plans and strategic life planning 
is an integral part of their partnership and they fit their household arrange-
ment accordingly. These couples do not refer to a nuclear family as the ideal 
household arrangement; instead, they choose their household arrangement 
in order to enable each partner to realize individual preferences within the 
framework of the partnership and family. 

There was one exception in this group of seven couples. This one couple 
had separated in the period between the interview and the follow-up survey. 
during the interviews, both partners had already expressed the view that 
the quality of their marriage had strongly deteriorated and neither of them 
looked forward any longer to spending time together. Thus for this couple 
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the commuter partnership had become a prelude to divorce. They divorced 
when one of them found a new partner. interestingly, this was the only 
couple of all 30 for whom the commuter partnership ended in the dissolution 
of the partnership even though several other couples in the study mentioned 
relational problems that in some cases related to their commuter partner-
ship and in other cases existed before their commuter partnership. The 
follow up showed that these couples were among those who had reunited at 
their original family home. This indicates that, by and large, the commuter 
partnership is not to be regarded as a prelude to divorce. 

Commitment to work
The second group of couples who had an unlimited time horizon in mind 

for their commuter partnership (also seven couples), did so from the ration-
ale that they were strongly committed to their work and did not expect to 
find a job opportunity in one shared location in the near future that would 
be as fulfilling as their current employment. A number of these respondents 
indicated during the interviews that they did not even search for opportuni-
ties near one shared residential location, because they did not believe that 
such opportunities existed. These respondents had highly specialized profes-
sions, for instance in banking or academia, or were strongly committed to 
their specific employer for whom they had worked for a long time. some 
of these couples had dependent children at home, others were childless. 
The difference between these work-oriented couples and the respondents 
described above who regarded their commuter partnership as part of their 
lifestyle can be found in the weight respondents put on the external circum-
stances that controlled their situation. These work-oriented couples regarded 
their dual-residence situation as a form of complying with circumstances 
they could not change, taking into account their commitment to their 
work which can be regarded as a self-induced restriction. Their motivation 
for applying an unlimited time horizon at the time of the interviews was 
grounded in the perception that their specific situation made the pursuit 
of a nuclear-family household arrangement very difficult, even though that 
was what they would prefer. Barry is a 42 year old expert in environmental 
policy in the Netherlands. his wife Lisa works as a multi-language translator 
for the United Nations in switzerland. Lisa does not speak dutch. The couple 
strongly prefers to live together in one residence, but their long time efforts 
to find two jobs in either the Netherlands or switzerland have not paid off 
yet. This is partly due to their personal list of demands regarding the job op-
portunities. These complexities and contradictions are part of their stories. 
Barry mentions: “The goal is that we really choose for each other. That is the thought that 
keeps us going. It is a dream, ambition. If you didn’t have that dream or goal, than it wouldn’t 
last long, the partnership. (…) Well, there were other job opportunities, but those were not 
interesting, they didn’t give enough security, or they didn’t pay well enough, or they provided 
insufficient career perspectives for the future, or a combination of those aspects.”

The follow-up survey shows that, contrary to their own expectations, five 
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couples (of the seven) terminated their commuter partnership as a result of 
changes in their circumstances, which were either personal or external. in 
one of these cases, the commuting partner took up a new job at the shared 
location, because of strong dissatisfaction with her former employer result-
ing from company reorganization. This couple thus initiated a change in 
their household arrangement themselves. in two couples, the commuting 
partner took up a new job at the shared location as a result of external 
circumstances, namely on the employer’s initiative. in both cases the em-
ployer no longer needed the respondent at the distant company location and 
initiated the commuting partner’s transfer back to an office in the vicinity of 
the family home. two other couples reunited at the original shared location 
owing to the unforeseen personal circumstances of the protracted illness of 
one spouse. several of the couples who had reunited mentioned that living 
together again full-time required some initial adjustments from both of 
them, but they pointed out that they had regained quality in their personal 
lives. fiona decided to move back home after a company reorganization she 
was unhappy about. instead, she now has her own business which is located 
in the near vicinity of the shared residence. Being back together again after 
5 years of being in a commuter partnership, did have an impact on their 
daily lives. fiona says: “To take each other into account again was a big change. That was 
something to get used to after five years of each having our own rhythm. We have to think in 
terms of ‘we’ again, instead of ‘I’ … [laughter] … Before, we only had to think ‘we’ during the 
weekends; now, all the time. But being back together is super.” 

This feeling was true not only for the experiences of partnership and fam-
ily, but also for their social lives and leisure-time activities. ronald, for in-
stance, worked as a manager in The hague while his wife worked and lived in 
their shared home in a northern province of the Netherlands. in the initial 
interview he clearly remarked that he missed his social and leisure activities 
at the shared home, which he had to give up. At the time of the follow up the 
couple had reunited at the family home. ronald remarked: “When I got back to 
[town of shared home] I immediately joined my old volleyball team and the church choir. Life 
has certainly gained in quality with those activities.” 

of the seven work-oriented couples who applied unlimited time horizons 
during the interviews, the two remaining couples were still in a commuter 
partnership at the time of the follow-up. Neither couple was particularly 
happy about this situation, but none of these respondents was willing to 
make personal sacrifices in the life domain of work in order to be able to 
live in one location, nor would any of them demand such a sacrifice from 
their spouse. Apparently, neither couple had encountered any external 
circumstances that would have enabled them to reunite in one shared home. 
The women felt more responsible for searching a job near their husbands 
than the men did the other way around. Although these women felt a re-
sponsibility for reuniting in one residence, they also wanted to protect their 
individual career preferences in the process. Beth, for example, is a lawyer 
in a small local firm in the Netherlands. she is in her fifties and her grown 
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up children have moved out of the parental home. several years earlier her 
husband richard, who is a professor, chose for a career move to switzerland. 
Although richard respects Beth’s choice to stay in the Netherlands for her 
job, it goes without saying for both partners that Beth should be the one to 
relocate, not richard. The objectives mentioned by richard are that switzer-
land is a beautiful country to live in. Beth’s rationale is that richard is more 
of a career oriented person then she is, that richard has higher financial 
earnings, and that she indeed likes switzerland. richard is very optimistic 
about Beth’s prompt move to switzerland. Beth however, feels the weight on 
her shoulders. her dilemma is whether to choose for her own career or for 
their shared wish to live as a nuclear household. A choice that, she feels, she 
has sole responsibility for. As a result, no changes are expected to happen 
any time soon. Beth remarks in the initial interview: “I’m working on some possi-
ble job opportunities over there, and if that works out I guess it will become easier to move over 
there. But at the moment I find it very hard to tell, because I enjoy my work a lot. I find it an 
enormous uncertainty to get into. (…) Well, for me it’s one big question mark actually. I’m not 
exactly sure. I don’t look too far ahead. If anything crosses my path, then that’s fine. And I have 
a vague idea, but that is more emotional, of doing this for two more years or so. But, I think 
I also said that last year and the year before…” The follow-up with this couple took 
place 2.5 years after the interviews. At that time nothing major had changed 
for this couple. Beth again mentioned that she would move to switzerland at 
some point in the future. 

5.5.3 Couples with a limited time horizon
At the time of the interviews, there were also respondents who had 

in mind limited time horizons for the future duration of their commuter 
partnership. some expected to be reuniting in one location within a year; 
others expected their commuter partnership to last for several years to 
come, but not for an unlimited period of time. for many of these couples, the 
time horizon was related to the circumstances under which they had started 
commuting. for one group, the appointment periods of job contracts were 
decisive in their expectations for the future; for another group of respond-
ents, the anticipation of future life-course transitions was fundamental. 

Temporary jobs
in the first group of couples who had limited time horizons in mind, the 

interviews showed that temporary job appointments provided the main 
rationale for choosing a commuter partnership and ruling out family migra-
tion (nine couples). most of them, some with children at home, were dual-
career couples for whom the (permanent) job of one partner at the shared 
location provided the rationale not to migrate for a temporary employment 
opportunity for the other spouse. some others mentioned that the stability 
of the school-going children and their social attachment to a specific town 
was an essential aspect of the choice not to migrate for the temporary job 
opportunity of one partner. When the temporary job was located outside the 
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Netherlands, this was a particularly strong reason to avoid family migra-
tion and opt instead for one spouse to become a ‘part-time expatriate’.2 All 
these couples knew at the time of the interviews that there was a reasonable 
chance that they would extend their temporary period of working away from 
the shared home by an additional term. many were led in the plan to evalu-
ate their experience with the commuter partnership shortly before the end 
of the first term. delia, for instance, works in Brussels in eU politics. she has 
two daughters, one of whom still lives in the parental home in Amsterdam. 
delia’s husband stefan works in Amsterdam as a lawyer. Both of them have 
officially cut down on their work hours to have enough time for their care 
responsibilities. however, by compressing her work week through working 
extra hours in the evenings, delia carries a full work load. in the initial 
interview delia remarked: “If I got the feeling that my husband was not completely 
happy with the situation, then it would become a different experience for me too. And yes, 
that is very important for the balance in the situation. I feel it is a great commitment. Next 
year I will have to consider carefully whether to opt for another term, precisely because again 
it is a commitment for four years. And just as it was when we first took the decision, again it 
will depend on whether the whole picture looks as though we can or cannot do this for another 
period.” from the follow-up, 2 years later, it became clear that delia signed on 
for a second term. furthermore, the couple had become empty nesters in the 
meantime and both spouses had decided to increase their work hours. The 
couple pointed out again that they would reconsider their situation when 
delia’s second term in Brussels would come to an end. This finding shows 
that the growing importance of temporary job contracts as part of today’s 
flexible economy has distinct impacts on the household arrangements and 
life planning of individuals, couples, and families. 

The follow-up survey showed that five of these nine couples had contin-
ued their commuter partnerships, similar to delia and stefan. The commut-
ing partner in each of these couples worked either in a national governmen-
tal organization located in The hague in the Netherlands, or in the context 
of the european Union in Brussels, for instance as members of the european 
Parliament or on the boards of directors of non-governmental organizations 
associated with european politics. The personal responsibility for living up 
to the trust put in them by their electors provided the drive to commit to 
the commuter partnership. This result illustrates the growing importance of 
an attitude of personal responsibility and commitment to the work career, 
especially among specialized professionals; an attitude that prevails even if 
a person has to pay the price in the private domains of life. These five couples 
all opted to run for a second term in office. some couples mentioned that 
they actually had evaluated their past experiences with the commuter part-
nership before committing themselves to an additional period of another 
2–5 years. others reported that they had refrained from their initial plan 
to evaluate their experiences and automatically continued their commuter 
partnership. Their strong work commitment and their positive experience 
with the commuter partnership made this continuation a logical choice. four 
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other couples (of the nine) who had limited time horizons in mind owing to 
temporary jobs had decided not to continue their commuter partnership. The 
commuting partners in these couples had been in appointed (not elected) 
temporary jobs. even though they also had the prospect of another term of 
working at the company location away from the family home, each of these 
respondents had declined that opportunity and reunited in the family home. 
All four of these couples had a similar of motivation for not continuing their 
commuter partnership, which was grounded in the experience of their part-
nership and family life. one respondent remarked: “I missed my wife” (Kevin), 
another pointed out: “I felt too far removed from my family” (Keith). This response 
shows that the flexible economy with its temporary jobs can be experienced 
by individuals and couples as a burden on the life domains of partnership, 
family, and residence. As these couples show, for some this burden results 
in making concessions in their occupational careers in order to preserve the 
quality of their private lives. 

Anticipation of future life-course transitions
A second group of couples who had limited time horizons in mind at the 

time of the interviews held these views in anticipation of expected life-
course transitions (seven couples). The events these couples anticipated were 
either family formation (marriage and having children) or retirement from 
the workforce. 

four couples were anticipating family formation at the time of the initial 
interview. These couples were in their late twenties or early thirties and 
envisaged reunion in one location in the near future, because they preferred 
a nuclear family setting when they had children. These couples were found to 
employ significantly shorter time horizons for their commuter partnership 
than most other couples. They expected to be living in one shared home 
again within about a year. The follow-up survey showed that all four of these 
couples had reunited in a new family home and in the intermediate period 
they had either married or had their first child. Three of these couples were 
currently living as expatriates outside the Netherlands, which had required 
one partner of each couple (two female partners and one male partner) to 
give up their job in the Netherlands in order to join their partner as a trail-
ing spouse. All three trailing spouses had in the meantime found some form 
of paid work, but not (yet) at the same intellectual or remuneration level as 
they had had before. This finding confirms the family migration theory on 
the losses in the occupational careers and income levels of trailing spouses. 
for some couples the commuter partnership can function as an arrangement 
to put off a tied move for one of both partners. The findings also show how 
the commuter partnership can be useful arrangements in certain phases of 
the life course, or to bridge certain intermediary periods in the life course. 
caroline and dan are a good example. At the time of the initial interviews 
they were in their late twenties and both opted to give priority to their indi-
vidual work careers as yet. family formation was an issue for the future to 
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them. caroline remarked: “I think that if we had had children, this commuting would not 
have happened at this moment. I mean, in that event he would have had to say: no, I’m not go-
ing. Or I would have had to say: then I will go with you. (…) It is like, if you have children, then 
you want to be there to raise them together. And to carry that responsibility together.” The 
follow-up disclosed that after one and a half years of living as a commuter 
couple, caroline and dan had married and caroline had moved to London 
to live with dan. caroline had found a new job over there but took a loss of 
income. The couple mentioned: “In case it should be necessary for work, the realizations 
of dreams, or our family situation, we are willing to start a commuter partnership again. The 
period of dual residences should not be too long however, it should be an overseeable period.” 

Among the couples who employed temporary time horizons because of 
expected life-course events, retirement was the key factor for three other 
couples. in one case, at the time of the interview the retirement of the male 
spouse was imminent, and the follow-up showed that he had indeed joined 
his wife in their family home, from which she continued to commute to work 
daily. two other couples used their future retirement as the time horizon for 
ending the commuter partnership, even though at the time of the interview 
the retirement was still 5–10 years away. evidently, some individuals start to 
anticipate the end of the working career a considerable period ahead of their 
retirement, which leads to long, but well-defined time horizons for future 
events in the life course. As expected, these couples had not yet retired at the 
moment of the follow-up. however, some unexpected changes had occurred 
for both couples. The male spouse in one couple had recently been made 
redundant through his company’s reorganization. This situation had led 
to an unexpectedly early reunion in the family home. The last couple, Theo 
and flora, had started commuting after they had become empty nesters and 
experienced their commuter partnership as a renewed life style that fitted 
this life-course period in a positive way. They were continuing their com-
muter marriage at the time of the follow-up, even though Theo had changed 
to another job and flora had cut her workload. The commuter partnership 
enabled flora in particular to pursue her individual preferences at long last, 
without harming the common interests of the family or the wellbeing of the 
children. flora remarked: “Well, I’m someone who always joined my husband to move 
for his job. After our last move I did think later on that that wasn’t a good decision, and then I 
decided not to do that anymore, to join my husband as a dependent. (…) At the same time that 
I started living here I changed some other things. We had been married for twenty-five years, 
the kids had moved out, and I started using my maiden name again…” for this couple the 
commuter partnership had developed into a household arrangement that 
they continued after the work related necessity for two residential locations 
was no longer there. from a commuter partnership it had developed in a 
Living-Apart-together partnership, in which both partners valued the sense 
of independence that resulted from living in two separate locations for 
several days a week. however, the couple intended to join up in one shared 
home after their retirement. Thus they regarded their dual location house-
hold arrangement still as a temporary alternative to a nuclear household 
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arrangement.
The experiences of respondents who had limited time horizons in mind 

in anticipation of future life course transitions demonstrate that, for many 
couples, a commuter partnership as an alternative to a nuclear family is 
an option in those phases of the life course when there are no dependent 
children. in such periods, these couples find that they can each pursue 
individual preferences without harming the common interests of family 
and children. This view contrasts with the views of other commuter couples 
that a commuter partnership is a perfectly suitable alternative household 
arrangement, also when there are children in the household. 

5.6 Conclusion

The objective of this study was to gain a better understanding of the 
sustainability of commuter partnerships and to contribute to uncovering the 
function that this household arrangement can have in the coordination of 
parallel careers of different household members over time. in order to reach 
this objective, we interviewed both partners in 30 commuter partnerships 
about their plans and expectations and contacted the same 30 couples once 
more 2–4 years later. By that time, eleven couples had reunited in their origi-
nal family home, for four couples the commuter partnership had resulted in 
family migration, fourteen other couples were as yet continuing their com-
muter partnership, and one couple had separated. taking into account the 
limitations of our sample, our findings indicate that a significant share of 
couples who start commuter partnerships continue this household arrange-
ment for the medium or long term in order to ensure that neither partner 
has to take on the role of either trailing spouse or tied stayer. in that sense, 
the commuter partnership can be understood as a form of instrumental be-
haviour to avoid the complexities for individual careers connected with tied 
moves or tied stays. sometimes a tied move or tied stay is avoided altogether; 
in other instances it is only delayed by opting for a commuter partnership. 
our findings further indicate that the commuter couples who return to a 
nuclear household arrangement are more likely to reunite in the original 
family home than to migrate to the new location. This finding also points 
toward the conclusion that a commuter partnership should not in general be 
regarded as a prelude to family migration, but rather as a household arrange-
ment that avoids family migration altogether, either for a limited period or 
for the longer term. further quantitative longitudinal survey work on this 
household arrangement could create more insights into the incidence and 
sustainability of commuter partnerships.

in order to understand why some commuter partnerships last for many 
years and others are terminated after a couple of years, we looked into each 
couple’s rationale for continuing or terminating their commuter partner-
ships. couples either adopted limited time horizons for the future duration 
of their commuter partnership or they applied unlimited time horizons. 
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There appear to be distinct differences between the couples that emphasize 
how their commuter partnership fits in with their individual preferences 
and the couples whose motivations for the commuter partnership were 
predominantly led by external circumstances. Among those who reasoned 
that their commuter partnership resulted from their individual choice op-
tions, in general, couples envisioned the future duration of their commuter 
partnership quite accurately. These are the couples who look at the commuter 
partnership as a lifestyle, which they expected to be sustainable for many 
years, and the couples who have limited time horizons in mind because they 
are anticipating future transitions in their individual life courses. interest-
ingly, the views of these two types of couples on the longer term sustainabil-
ity of the commuter partnership as an alternative household arrangement 
to the classic nuclear family were different. The former group regarded the 
commuter partnership as a sustainable household arrangement in itself; the 
latter group regarded the commuter partnership as a reasonable alternative 
to the nuclear family in phases of the life course when the common interests 
of the family (that is, the children) were not harmed. 

in contrast with the groups of commuter couples described above, the 
couples whose choice of the commuter partnership was largely guided by 
the external circumstances of their jobs showed more diversity in the ac-
curacy of predicting the future duration of their commuter partnerships. 
in the case of commuter couples who have unlimited time horizons in mind 
because of a permanent job contract, different kinds of circumstances were 
found to be decisive in the sustainability of the commuter partnership. The 
unforeseen termination of a job contract or illness are examples of circum-
stances that can lead to the termination of a commuter partnership, and a 
lack of personal initiative to find a job closer to home can lead to long-term 
continuation. for the couples with limited time horizons owing to tempo-
rary job contracts, we found a striking division in the sustainability. on the 
one hand were those couples who were highly motivated for their elected 
positions and who had opted for a second term of commuting, which prob-
ably relates to these individuals’ dedication to their jobs. on the other hand 
were the couples who had decided to try a commuter partnership during a 
well-defined period for a temporary job opportunity, but who decided on the 
basis of personal experience that they did not wish to continue a commuter 
partnership and made sure that they found alternative jobs near their family 
home. 

our study shows that the contingency of the life course and the predicta-
bility for individuals about their own future life courses is clearly influenced 
by external circumstances and societal change. in that respect, economic 
globalization and flexibilization influence the life courses of individuals, 
couples, and families. The individualization that characterizes late modern 
society also impacts significantly on the life courses of commuter couples; 
the search for balance between individual preferences and common interests 
of the household is an ongoing process for these couples. furthermore, the 
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notions of risk, of personal resources and restrictions, and the limitations 
these encompass for family-life planning are relevant in the predictability 
of life courses. As our results show, unexpected events such as illness or un-
employment impact heavily on the continuity of life courses, as do changes 
in the household composition. some of these events are more common than 
others, but they can all impact severely on couples when they do occur. 
Notwithstanding the risks involved, the commuter partnership can facilitate 
couples and families in seizing more opportunities for individual self-real-
ization, especially in the domain of work. in that sense, the contingent life 
course is an integral part of life, because it demands continuous evaluation 
and adaptation to changing circumstances and opportunities. The impact is 
not only on occupational careers, but also on the life domains of residence 
and family. 

Notes
1.  The interviews have been rendered anonymous to protect the privacy of the respondents.

2.  A number of publications, newspaper articles and websites report the growing amount of 

‘part-time expatriates’, especially between europe’s capital cities (see for instance: www.

expatica.com). such part-time expatriate arrangements are on the one hand induced by 

employers as a cost-saving measure (compared with classic expatriate family arrangements 

in which the expenses are far higher). on the other hand part-time expatriatism is preferred 

by a growing number of employees who are in dual-career partnerships in which both 

partners are committed to their occupational careers and not willing to follow each other 

as a trailing spouse to another country at the cost of their own career. furthermore, budget 

airlines and high speed rail travel opportunities add to the accessibility and the affordability 

of international commuting. 
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6.1 Overview

This study was about commuter partnerships. The commuter partnership 
is a particular non-standard household arrangement in which, for part of the 
time, one partner lives near his or her work and away from the communal 
family home, because the commuting distance is too great to travel on a 
daily basis. The aim of the study was to explain the function of a commuter 
partnership in the life courses of couples who opt for this household ar-
rangement and to look into the day-to-day experiences of these couples with 
regard to their working and family lives.

The main research question was: How can the choice of a commuter partner-
ship be explained, what are the consequences of a commuter partnership arrange-
ment for the daily lives of both partners, and what is the function of this household 
arrangement in the partners’ life courses over time? This question was explored 
in four parts that were presented as separate chapters in this book.

in chapter two, the focus was on understanding the choice of a commuter 
partnership as a non-standard alternative to family migration or to not 
migrating. The commitments to work, partnership, family, and residence 
that form the basis underlying the choice of a commuter partnership were 
explored. i also examined how individual and family commitments were 
matched taking into account the gender ideology couples held.

chapters three and four were concentrated on the consequences of living 
in a commuter partnership for the daily lives of the partners. chapter three 
centered on the commuting partner and the sense of home that relates to 
this partner’s dual-residence situation of. The meaning of the commuter 
residence was analysed along three dimensions: the material setting of this 
residence, the activity patterns of the commuting partner at this location, 
and the social life with family and non-family at the location near work. in 
chapter four the focus shifted to life at the family residence by analysing 
how commuter families create a work-family balance. This balance is char-
acterized by an incongruity of the geographical scales of the distant work 
location of one partner and the local rooting of family life around the family 
home. in this chapter i looked into the sacrifices and the enrichments that 
these families experience as a result of their commuter-family arrangement.

in chapter five, i concentrated on the sustainability of commuter partner-
ships. i also explored the function that this household arrangement can have 
over time in coordinating the parallel careers of commuter partners.

6.2 Findings and conclusions

6.2.1 Continuity and change in life courses
in late modernity, the continuity of the life courses of individuals has 

become pressured and adaptability is required over time. de-standardization 
of the life course has led some households in the Netherlands to opt for 
the commuter partnership as an alternative to the nuclear household ar-
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rangement. my research project addressed the question of the function of 
the commuter partnership arrangement in the life courses of the partners 
concerned. in order to understand this function, it is imperative to know 
what motivates couples to opt for a commuter partnership and what influ-
ences the continuity and the changes in their household arrangements. 
furthermore, it is important to know how long these commuter partnership 
arrangements continue and what arrangements follow after the commuter 
partnership ends. 

 opting for a commuter partnership avoids family migration without 
making the concession of rejecting job opportunities at a long distance from 
the family home. The initial choice to start a commuter partnership has vari-
ous rationales. on the one hand is the wish to combine priorities in different 
life domains for both partners. on the other hand, the idea that a commuter 
partnership is a temporary solution forms a rationale for this choice. 

By definition, the motor behind the choice of a commuter partnership is 
found in the occupational career of the partner who becomes the commuting 
partner. The rationale to consider distant job opportunities usually relates 
to the specialized occupations of these highly-skilled people. The pools of 
suitable and fulfilling career opportunities are very small. Therefore, these 
couples do not reject a distant job opportunity, even though its acceptance 
would not lead to (immediate) family migration. The choice not to migrate 
raised the issue of understanding in which life domains the rationales are 
found that keep these couples rooted in their original residential location. 
These rationales varied. in the case of dual-career couples, the occupational 
career of the other partner forms the rationale to stay put at the original 
location. The family domain provides the rationale for commuter families 
who attach great value to the stability of their family life and who want to 
avoid uprooting this stability by family migration. The residential domain 
provides a rationale not to migrate when one or both partners feel strongly 
rooted in a specific (type of) locality or a specific house. This finding that ra-
tionales are found in various life domains is significant for family migration 
research. The finding provides further support for the perspective that, in 
order to fully understand family migration choices, account must be taken of 
the commitments in other life domains apart from the work domain. more-
over, the study shows that often bundles of rationales in several life domains 
are crucial when considering whether or not to migrate. in the experience 
of many commuter couples, a distinction can be drawn between the work 
domain and the private domain. Private can include residential, partnership, 
family, household, social, and leisure commitments – almost every aspect 
of life apart from work. This finding shows that the conceptual distinctions 
drawn between different life domains as they are applied in life course 
research are fruitful for analytical purposes, but should not be confused 
with the actual life experiences of most people. Awareness is essential of the 
way in which people think about their life choices and consider their options, 
which vary substantially within categories of people with similar choices.
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Looking into the life domains alone is not enough to understand the 
grounds for starting a commuter partnership. These couples do not regard 
living in a dual-residence situation as their ideal household arrangement. 
on the contrary, most couples envisage returning to a nuclear household 
arrangement in the future. This finding points to another aspect of the 
rationale to opt for a commuter partnership: the idea that it is a temporary 
solution. couples usually expect their commuter partnership to last for just a 
few years. its function is to bridge a period between a prior and a subsequent 
situation of living as a nuclear household. The rationales for visualizing the 
commuter partnership as a temporary solution have different backgrounds 
for different couples. A driving force that applies to many of them is that the 
distant job opportunity is itself temporary and, for this, these couples are 
not willing to migrate with the entire household. in other cases, however, 
the distant employment opportunity is a tenured position, but these couples 
also envisage a temporary duration of the commuter partnership. Thus, the 
nature of the job contract is not the only factor explaining why couples hold 
the view that the commuter partnership will be temporary. The life plans of 
these couples are an important factor in the choice of a commuter partner-
ship. in some cases, it fits the life plans of the couple, because they are in a 
life phase where the common interests are not expected to suffer too much 
from prioritizing individual careers. The couple might be at the start of the 
occupational, partnership or family career or at a later stage, having become 
empty nesters or be about to retire from the workforce. in other cases, the 
couples’ life plans can incorporate lifestyle characteristics that allow for 
alternative household solutions like a commuter partnership. This is the case 
for some dual-career couples with or without children, but also for families 
with traditional gender roles. 

The follow-up survey led to the finding that some couples indeed go back 
to a nuclear household arrangement within two to four years while other 
couples continue their commuter partnerships for periods of up to ten years 
or more. in terms of family migration considerations, the commuter partner-
ship is found to be an effective way of avoiding family migration, at least for 
a temporary period. in the case of continued difficulties in combining both 
partners’ various priorities with one residential location, the commuter 
partnership often becomes a longer-term arrangement. When couples do 
find a way to reunite in one family residence, they do so more often by re-
turning to the original family home than by family migration to the work 
location of the commuting partner. The single incidence of divorce in the 
 selection of commuter couples studied suggests that this solution to 
 terminate the commuter partnership can be largely disregarded, a supposi-
tion that is supported by earlier findings in the UsA (Gerstel & Gross, 1984). 

The follow-up study further showed that, no matter how long couples 
continue their commuter partnership, they never come to feel that the 
arrangement is permanent. instead, these people continue to picture a 
future moment where they will be able to reunite in one residential location. 
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couples often look at their commuter partnership as a chain of several con-
secutive shorter periods instead of one continuous period. 

The finding that commuter couples hold on to their nuclear household 
ideals and that they regard their commuter partnership as a temporary solu-
tion gives further support to the suggestions made in the literature about 
the impact on individual life courses of the structural focus in the global 
economy on short-term goals (see for instance: Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991; 
sennett, 1998). According to this view, developments in the global economy 
have led to a decrease in job security and an increase in income risks at the 
individual level. This situation obliges individual workers to be flexible in 
the work domain. internalizing of the need to be flexible and the process 
of individualization have together led people to consider job mobility as 
an important ingredient in their occupational careers. furthermore, these 
structural changes have led many individuals to work on a project of the self, 
by aiming to make optimal life plans (Giddens, 1991). When the commuter 
partnership is observed from this viewpoint, a fundamental part of the 
choice of a commuter partnership is indeed related to combinations of indi-
vidualization and seeking fulfillment in different life domains as well as risk 
avoidance and looking at life course choices as temporary solutions. The life 
histories of the commuter couples prior to the commuter partnership give 
further support to this view. The couples’ histories are also filled with recur-
ring adjustments in work, family, and residential careers, although such 
previous adjustments usually took place within the framework of a nuclear 
household situation. Prior to the commuter partnership, couples underwent 
extra-long daily commutes or lived abroad as expatriate families or migrated 
within the Netherlands several times or had previous partnerships and es-
tablished their current partnership later in life. making adjustments to their 
household arrangements in reaction to shifting preferences and changing 
circumstances in their personal lives or in the external circumstances has 
always been part of these couples’ lives. 

The study also raises questions about the value of the concept of commit-
ment in the structural context of late modernity. commitment is defined as 
a life choice which has long-term consequences that are not changeable at all, or 
only at a high cost (Becker, 1960; feijten, mulder & hooimeijer, 2003; mulder, 
2002). The findings from this study show that the need to be flexible can 
conflict with longer-term commitments in the life course. The tension be-
tween flexibility and commitment impacts not only on the domain of work, 
but also on the other life domains.

i conclude that the considerations of the commuter couples are similar 
to those reported in the literature for dual-earner families – families who 
also deal with the complexities of combining the commitments of all family 
members, but who continue to live fulltime in one shared home (see for 
instance: droogleever fortuijn, 1993; fagnani, 1993; Karsten, 2003). it is 
the commuter partnership as a particular solution to these complexities that 
is non-standard and until now has been pioneering. With the de-stand-
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ardization of life courses that has taken place in the last few decades, the 
commuter partnership is expected to serve as a solution to avoid or postpone 
family migration for more couples in the future. 

6.2.2 Balancing individual preferences and family lives
one of the aims of this study was to look inside the black box of intra-

household decisions about commuter partnerships in the Netherlands. 
Within households, the interwoven lives imply that the activities of the 
individual household members need to be balanced. This matching applies 
not only to the individual preferences of each partner, but also to their 
common interests. The commuter partnership is then considered as a solu-
tion when some of the commitments of both partners cannot be fulfilled 
from one residential location. The analysis has shown that, while it might 
have been expected that commuter partnerships are established in order 
for both partners to realize their individual preferences, this is certainly 
not always the case. The variations with respect to whose preferences are 
prioritized (his or her individual preferences or their common interests) 
shows the intrinsic complexities of intra-household decision making. These 
complexities strongly relate to the partners’ gender dispositions, which are 
anchored in their everyday thinking and family ideologies. There are distinct 
differences between couples with egalitarian gender beliefs and those with 
non-egalitarian gender dispositions. 

two general types of commuter partnership were discerned in this study 
in terms of the division of paid work between both partners, and by the 
work-family strategies they employ. These types are also distinguished by 
the life domains that led to the choice of a commuter partnership. Among 
both types there are couples without children as well as commuter families 
with children in ages varying from newborns to teenagers. first, i distin-
guished an egalitarian type of commuter partnership and second, a tradition-
alizing commuter partnership.

in an egalitarian commuter-partnership, both partners attach great value 
to their own and each other’s occupational careers. egalitarian partners were 
found to mutually reinforce each other’s interests and commitments. These 
are couples for whom the importance of both partners’ careers is part of 
their longer term lifestyle of individualism and symmetrical gender roles. for 
these couples, the commuter partnership can itself be a significant symbol 
of their egalitarian lifestyle. There are other egalitarian commuter couples 
whose choice of this household arrangement is grounded in their life phase. 
for these couples, the commuter partnership is a household arrangement 
that suits them as long as the common interests, especially family commit-
ments, do not suffer: usually in life phases when there are no dependent 
children in the household. in the case of egalitarian couples, the commuter 
partnership can be regarded as an arrangement that avoids negative 
consequences for the occupational career of a partner who would otherwise 
become a trailing spouse in family migration, or of rejecting distant job 
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opportunities that would force the other partner to be a tied stayer. These 
egalitarian commuter partnerships are sometimes sustained for many years, 
because of the continued situation that neither partner sees an opportunity 
for suitable employment near the work and residential location of the other, 
and because the couple is not willing to sacrifice either occupational career 
for the benefit of living as a nuclear household.

The traditionalizing commuter partnerships usually do not want to move 
their children, and therefore decline the option of job related family migra-
tion. sometimes they also prioritize a certain residential situation. These 
couples usually apply a traditional gender division of a male provider role 
and a female home maker role, sometimes combined with a small part-time 
job. The new feature in these families is not the division of roles, but that the 
man’s career does not oblige wives (and children) to follow him to another 
residential location. Although the women in the traditionalizing commuter 
partnerships did not become a traditional trailing wife or tied stayer, the 
choice of a commuter partnership as an alternative to family migration or 
rejection of all distant job opportunities did not benefit the life courses of 
both individual partners as much as it did for the egalitarian partnerships.

The wellbeing of the children is of great concern in both the traditional-
izing and the egalitarian commuter families. The stability of the children is 
important in the sense that their daily lives are geographically rooted in the 
local scale, so they are not served by dividing their time between two resi-
dences. Therefore, there is always one family home. There are, however, some 
differences between the two types of commuter families concerning the 
rationales about the role of the residential domain in the wellbeing of the 
children. in the egalitarian families, the location of the family residence is 
determined by the job location of the parent with whom the children live, so 
the job commitment of the home-based parent is foremost and the residen-
tial location of the family follows from that. in the traditionalizing families, 
the place of the family home, including the type of residential environment 
(for instance rural or highly urbanized) is a crucial part of the choice of a 
commuter partnership; the job location of the home-based parent (invariably 
the mother) is not regarded as a reason for declining the option of family 
migration. in these families, the geographical stability of the children and 
the family home are rated more highly than the time that the commuting 
father can share with his family. for traditionalizing families, the choice of 
a commuter-partnership arrangement creates a discrepancy between their 
ideals about the family home as the fusion of the material setting with the 
social family interactions on the one hand, and the reality of a dispersed 
family life on the other.

The choice of a commuter-family arrangement should not be mistaken for 
an indication of a decrease in the importance of family values. in commuter 
families of both types, the parenting roles of both parents are taken very 
seriously. The commuting parents combine distance parenting when they are 
away from the family with spending quality time with their children when 
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they are at home. The home-based parents switch between single parenting 
on workdays and shared parenting when the commuting parent is at home. 
however, the gender ideologies impact differently in the two types of com-
muter families in the ways in which the parents balance their time between 
work and care. in the egalitarian commuter families it is emphasized that 
the rights and responsibilities of both paid work and family care are to be 
shared equally between partners. in the domain of work, that ideal of equal-
ity is largely realized. however, in the domain of family care the ideal view 
is not achieved; one parent has sole responsibility for family care for part 
of the time. Thus, whereas for childless couples the commuter partnership 
can provide an egalitarian solution for the work-life balance, for commuter 
families a symmetrical work-care balance is not possible. Nevertheless, these 
egalitarian families employ strategies to make sure the commuting parent 
can be at the family home as much as possible to fulfill his or her household 
and care responsibilities. one way of realizing this is to compress the work 
week into four days. 

The egalitarian commuter partnerships represent the embracing of the 
pure relationship (Giddens, 1991). The individuality of both partners and an 
ideology of independence (Gerstel & Gross, 1984) are foremost in the rationale 
underlying the choice of a commuter partnership. The essential principle of 
this ideology of independence is that the partnership can only function well 
when each partner pursues individual fulfillment. in the Netherlands, the 
egalitarian commuter families with children have incorporated an ideology 
of independence in their family ideology. This finding differs remarkably 
from those of Gerstel and Gross (1984) in the 1980s in the UsA. The dual-
career commuter couples they studied practiced egalitarian gender views 
regarding their occupational careers, but felt that through their commuter 
marriage their actions were contrary to their own nuclear-family ideals. 
moreover, our finding within the context of the Netherlands is important, 
because there self-care for children is a long-established and continuing 
motherhood ideal, also among highly-skilled women. The egalitarian com-
muter families in this study have further opened up the traditional family 
ideology that the best way for children to grow up is within the nuclear fam-
ily with two parents. instead, these parents attach great importance to being 
a living example to their children of the importance of being financially 
independent and pursuing a fulfilling occupational career. furthermore, 
they emphasize that the traditional nuclear family is not perfect either and 
they stress the importance of communicating with their children about life 
choices. 

in the traditionalizing families, the provider and homemaker roles are 
gendered and balanced in non-symmetrical arrangements. The husbands 
usually work fulltime and are often away at the work location for five days a 
week. The wives focus primarily on their household and adjust work obliga-
tions accordingly. As a consequence, the traditional gender contrast between 
a male partner individualizing in the domain of work and a female partner 
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putting family interests first becomes even more intense in a commuter 
family arrangement. interestingly, these couples emphasize the importance 
of the partners’ independent attitude. however, the female’s independence 
relates primarily to her role of taking care of the household and family while 
her husband is away, whereas financially, the family is highly dependent on 
the income earned by the male partner.

The emancipating characteristics of late modernity that have fostered 
the de-standardization life courses and the rise in alternative household 
arrangements are one side of the phenomenon of commuter partnerships. 
on the other side, the still widely-held traditional ideals about family life 
and the continuing gendered a-symmetries in work-family balances are 
also incorporated in the phenomenon of commuter partnerships. This 
bipolar background of commuter partnership arrangements is also visible 
in the opinion of some couples without dependent children of the idea of a 
commuter partnership arrangement with children in the household. These 
couples were explicitly dismissive about commuter-family arrangements 
with children. to them, a commuter partnership in which both partners 
individualize is acceptable as long as there is no responsibility for depend-
ent lives. This view was held by a number of young egalitarian couples in a 
life phase before starting a family as well as by couples in their fifties and 
sixties who had become empty-nesters. This finding shows that couples who 
practice an egalitarian work-life balance (in certain phases of the life course) 
do not necessarily hold intrinsically egalitarian values that are free form 
traditional family and gender ideologies.

The dual-residence household of the commuter partnership is accompa-
nied by experiences of enrichment and of disadvantage. many among both 
commuting and home-based partners feel the opportunity to have a fulfill-
ing occupational career is a great enrichment. Although there is a general 
feeling of living two separate lives, many commuting parents interpret the 
compartmentalizing of work and home as a positive aspect of their working 
lives. A negative experience is the interruption of the routines of the com-
muting partner. A downside felt by the home-based parents with children 
is the effort required to keep the balance between being a part-time single 
parent and involving the commuting parent in family life. some positive and 
negative experiences relate to comparing one’s situation with that of one’s 
other half. The home-based parents with children, for instance, experience 
the continuity in living with their children as an advantage compared with 
the situation of the commuting parent who has to miss out on much of fam-
ily life. 

An additional finding relating to the intra-household decision making 
is that commuter couples view their choice of a commuter partnership as 
a private matter. The growing societal demand in the Netherlands, as in 
other post-industrial societies, for all adult members to participate in paid 
labor has become widely accepted in households in the Netherlands. At the 
same time, the idea is anchored in the everyday thinking of the commuter 
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families to interpret the complex task of combining the occupational careers 
of one or both partners with the responsibilities of family care as a personal 
responsibility. commuter couples do not usually see a task for institutions 
outside the household, for employers for instance, to share in the respon-
sibilities of keeping a work-family balance. These findings provide further 
depth for the literature on the personalization of the politics of time and 
how scarce time is divided over work and care (hochschild, 1997; Becker & 
moen, 1999).

6.2.3 The time-geographical experiences of the dual-residence 
situation

from the time-geographical perspective applied in this study, setting up 
a second residence near the workplace of one partner can be regarded as an 
adaptive strategy for coping with an incongruity in the geographical scales 
of working and family lives. The commuter partnership can be a solution 
when there is a distant job opportunity for one spouse, but when family 
migration is not an option. As the study has shown, family migration can be 
rejected through the work commitments of the other partner, because of the 
local roots of family life, or because of particular residential commitments. 
compared with nuclear household arrangements, commuter partnerships 
are characterized by alternative time-geographical mobility patterns: one 
partner has replaced the typical daily commute with a (usually) weekly or bi-
weekly recurring mobility pattern between work and family locations. Thus, 
the commitment to a commuter partnership has substantial consequences 
for the time-geographic behavior of couples. A basic finding from the study 
is that commuter couples generally designate one residence as their primary 
home and that one partner (the commuting partner) travels routinely 
between both residences while the other partner (the home-based partner) 
lives permanently at the shared location. The commuting partner lives in a 
set of two separate activity spaces, leading to different levels of movement 
(the travel between the two locations and the routines at each location) 
and different levels of spatial orientation (each residential location has its 
specific uses). At the same time, the home-based partner, who has one single 
activity space, experiences time with and time without the presence of his 
or her partner. A consequence of the commuter family arrangement is that 
one parent has sole responsibility for care. This parent has to work out time-
space paths for combining work and family responsibilities in a single-parent 
framework. This situation raised questions about how the usual routines of 
these couples were impacted by the commuter partnership. 

it turns out to be the case that the lives at both locations are very sepa-
rate. in that respect, the experiences are most likely to differ from those of 
other households with two residences, such as retired seasonal migrants and 
other families with multiple homes. how can we understand the experience 
of two separate lives that is related to the commuter partnership? first, 
the rationale for setting up a second residence was found to be crucial. The 
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second residence is there for the work reasons of one of the partners, not for 
motivations in the private sphere, as is the case for families with vacation 
homes, for instance. As a result, the commuting partners are focused on the 
job when they are at the commuter residence. This strong work focus enforc-
es the minimizing of all kinds of other activities, ranging from household 
chores to leisure activities. even when the material setting is comfortably 
furnished, the commuting partner views the commuter dwelling primarily 
in an instrumental way as accommodation on working days. for the com-
muting partner, the shared residence is often associated with every aspect 
of life except work, even more so because the job is physically in a different, 
distant, activity space. for the home-based partner, however, the personal 
and the functional are much more integrated. There are, however, distinct 
differences between the home-based partners with and those without chil-
dren at home. Among childless couples, the home-based partners often show 
similar behavior of strongly focusing on work on the days when their spouse 
is not there. for the commuter families this is different, because part-time 
single parenting usually requires the home-based parent to spend extra time 
with the children at home and limit the time spent on paid work. 

second, the difference in the social embeddedness of the two locations 
in a dual-residence situation is crucial. The social networks are found to be 
the most difficult dimension of life at the commuter residence. remarkably, 
most families of the commuting partners never, or hardly ever, visit the 
commuter residence. The commuter location barely exists for most families 
of commuting partners. furthermore, other social networks at this location 
are weak as a result of the way in which commuter partnerships are organ-
ized. commuting partners are usually highly-skilled people who select a spe-
cific job at a quite random location and organize this as an individual worker. 
At the job location there is no pre-existing social network in which to 
be(come) embedded. This situation distinguishes the commuter partnership 
in a crucial way from other categories of people with multiple home places, 
such as transnational migrants who choose a destiny based on pre-existing 
social networks at that location or expatriates who are welcomed as a family 
at a distant corporate location. The commuting partners that do have a social 
life near the workplace mainly have contacts from work. At the same time 
life at the shared residence goes on as usual while the commuting partner 
is away. The home-based partners and the children do have to deal with the 
commuting partner’s circle of return and departure and with the recurring 
act of filling the commuting partner in on the events that have taken place 
during his or her absence. 

A third characteristic of commuter partnerships is the time horizon the 
couple has in mind for the duration of this household arrangement. Because 
of the ideal view that the dual-residence situation will be temporary, many 
commuting partners were found to keep an emotional distance from life at 
the commuter residence and keep their use of time and space at this location 
as simple as possible. in contrast, both partners experienced the shared 
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home as a much more durable locality. This can be seen in the investments in 
the material setting, the variety in the types of activity at that location, and 
the ways in which life is socially embedded at the shared home.

fourth, cyclical elements of time in the form of varying routines are 
important and impact differently on each household member. for the com-
muting partner, the routines at the two activity spaces are characterized 
by compartmentalization: at the commuting residence the focus is on the 
job, while life at the shared residence is centered on the private sphere. for 
the home-based partner there is one activity space, which results in more 
integration of all aspects of life. however, the coming and going of the com-
muting partner requires a constantly recurring adjustment from the home-
based partner and the children. When the commuting parent is at the family 
home, there is one more person who can take responsibility for the usual 
household activities, but also one more personality to take into account. 
Additional manifestations of cyclical time are the travel rhythm between the 
two residences and the workday commutes between the residence and work. 
Although commuting partners travel a long way between the two residential 
locations, the daily commute between the commuter residence and the work-
place was found to be quite small. This is because the commuter residence is 
instrumentally selected for its proximity to the workplace. An interesting 
finding from the study is that most of the home-based partners also work on 
the local scale, close to the family residence. however, the time-geographic 
rationale for this proximity is different from that of the commuting part-
ners. Particularly when there are children, reducing commuting time to a 
minimum enables home-based parents to keep their daily activity prism for 
combining work, care, and home containable. Because they function as if in a 
single-parent family for a substantial part of the time, the home-based par-
ents attach importance to a containable time-space pattern, which involves 
spending minimal time on the daily commute.

A striking finding for the commuting partner that relates to the four 
characteristics mentioned is the common experience of living in two sepa-
rate worlds: one’s work and one’s private life. Although the home-based part-
ners also drew distinctions between the work and private domains, they had 
little to report about the bifurcated experience of living two separate lives. 
This difference points to the distinct impact of time-geographic behavior on 
the life experiences of partners.

The general picture of the daily and weekly life of commuter couples 
has shown that the routines of all household members are impacted by the 
recurring mobility of the commuting partner. The dual-residence situation 
of commuter partnerships shows that, in an era of high individual mobility, 
the necessary daily return to a home base, denoted by hägerstrand (1970) 
as an important capability constraint, has not lost its importance. The 
commuter partnership arrangement shows that, in the twenty-first century 
in the Netherlands, the need to return to a home base still exists, but that 
is not to say that the home base has to be in the same place every day. With 
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his coupling constraint, hägerstrand also emphasizes the importance of 
meeting with other people, which necessitates several people being at the 
same place and time. The rise of commuter partnerships in the Netherlands 
shows that, nowadays, household members do not have to meet at the 
home base each day. other social scientists have suggested that place has 
become less important as a reference to individuals’ lives (Giddens, 1991) 
and that home has become mobile in the sense that it can occur in all kinds 
of places at different moments in time (heller, 1995). This study shows 
that, in commuter partnerships, the household members at the shared 
residence deal with the coming and going of the commuting partner. 
Nevertheless, life at this location is largely characterized by longer-term 
continuity and emotional rooting. in contrast, the experiences at the 
commuter residence are characterized by the idea of temporariness and an 
instrumental focus on work. Bridging the gap between two geographically-
different worlds that are a long distance apart is found to be a difficult 
undertaking. furthermore, by emotional distancing, the majority of 
commuting partners make sure the commuter location does not become a 
threat to the primary value of the family home. This study has shown that, 
for individuals who are part of committed and intimate relationships, the 
instrumental choice of having two home bases cannot be extended into 
personal, existential experiences such as the meaning of home and the 
feeling of belonging to a place and to people (that is, family members). for 
many commuting partners, it turned out that ‘home time’ equates with 
‘private life’, thus the time spent with the family. in contrast, the activity 
space and home base near the workplace are kept emotionally at a distance 
through interpreting the meaning of this residence instrumentally and 
associating it with ‘work time’. Perhaps home can be mobile and occur 
in different places if the family is mobile as a whole or if there are other 
relevant social networks. however, in commuter partnerships, where only 
one household member is mobile, the experience of home is not mobile. 
These findings suggest that, for most families, the commuter partnership 
is not likely to become an equivalent alternative family ideal to the nuclear 
family, notwithstanding the practical reality that some couples will be in a 
commuter partnership for many years. 

6.3 Reflection on the theoretical approach and main 
empirical findings

The life course approach was used as an important basis for the analysis 
in this study, both at the conceptual level and in the empirical framework 
that was applied. The distinction of various life domains that i used, apply 
mostly to the commuter couples in this study. however, the study has shown 
that it is important to be aware of the differences between conceptual dis-
tinctions drawn in research between different domains and those drawn by 
individuals.
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commitment is a key concept in this study, as it is in the life course 
approach in general. The findings from this study provide substantial 
support for the theoretical stance taken by various academic authors (such 
as: Beck, 1992; Giddens, 1991; sennett, 1998) that, in late modernity, we can 
observe a decline in the commitment of people to both work and other life 
domains. The need and wish to be flexible and adaptive was found to be an 
important aspect of the choice of a commuter partnership. The finding that 
couples envisage the commuter partnership arrangement as a temporary 
solution also shows the tension between commitments and flexibility in the 
life course. 

The concept of interwoven lives and the intra-household decisions 
about matching the individual and shared interests of the couple or family 
were implemented in the study by exploring the stories of both individual 
partners. Although the solution of a commuter partnership is not common, 
the life issues that these couples face are very similar to those reported in 
the literature of other contemporary partnerships and families. Although 
egalitarian ideals often underlie the choice of a commuter partnership, 
gendered differences in balancing individual preferences and shared 
interests were commonly found among commuter couples. 

in the literature there is frequent mention of the ongoing deterioration 
of the nuclear family as a stable and durable institution in late modern 
societies. commuter couples have (for the time being) let go of a nuclear 
family arrangement, but not of their nuclear family ideals. These couples 
attach great importance to their shared partnership and family interests and 
the continuity of their partnership over time.

The literature on family migration was also part of the conceptual 
framework of this study. The longitudinal data suggested that the commuter 
partnership often turns out to be a strategy of avoiding family migration 
altogether and that it is less so a prologue to family migration. furthermore, 
the study of couples’ rationales for choosing a commuter partnership 
provides strong support for the view that research into the rationales for 
family migration decisions should look beyond the life domains of work and 
education into the domains of family and residence and also into leisure and 
social networks. 

Through the time-geographical approach that was applied, it has become 
clear that the commuter partnership arrangement has a severe impact 
on the daily lives and the usual routines of both partners. These everyday 
experiences are a substantial part of the explanation why most couples 
envisage their commuter partnership as a temporary arrangement. This 
finding shows how not only ideals and longer-term life plans are important 
in understanding people’s life choices, but everyday experiences are also a 
fundamental part of the continuity and the changes in people’s life course.
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6.4 Avenues for further research

6.4.1 Incorporating alternative time-space patterns into sample 
survey studies

The longitudinal approach used in this study has led to new insights 
into the function of the commuter-partnership arrangement in people’s life 
courses over time. The small theoretical sample of respondents, however, 
limited the outcomes about the duration of commuter-partnership arrange-
ments. Longitudinal studies based on large-scale datasets are necessary for 
the investigation of the incidence of commuter partnerships, the duration of 
this arrangement, and the distribution of the different arrangements that 
follow the termination of commuter partnerships. The accurate detection 
of unconventional household arrangements requires the adaptation of the 
questionnaires of sample surveys. As shown in this study, seemingly unprob-
lematic terminology used in population geography, such as the concepts of 
usual residence or household, do not take into account alternative (geographi-
cal) household arrangements. This imprecision makes new arrangements 
difficult to detect and hampers the creation of a picture of the variation and 
incidence of alternative arrangements. This drawback applies not only to 
commuter partnerships, but also to other arrangements involving multiple 
residences. 

similarly, sample surveys are not capable of identifying the daily time-
space behavior and mobility patterns of commuter partnerships. These peo-
ple divide their daily lives over two different localities, so they become users 
of two local housing markets and all kinds of other local facilities. to date, 
this type of alternative mobility pattern has not been measured accurately 
in the Netherlands.

New ways of measuring various forms of mobility (including residential 
mobility and family migration as well as daily and weekly mobility patterns) 
can provide valuable insights into the ways in which contemporary individu-
als and families organize their household arrangements. one solution might 
be to create the possibility in sample surveys of indicating multiple usual 
residences. An even more dynamic time-geographical approach would be to 
ask people not just where they live, but also where they spend their time. 
room should be included for indicating time frames that change over recur-
ring periods, for instance daily, weekly or seasonally. in such an approach, 
the distinctions between routine mobility patterns and incidental family 
migration decisions could be interpreted more fluidly. This would lead to 
relevant new insights, not only because more households are likely to make 
similar choices in the future, but also because we could learn how individu-
als and households cope with the geographical complexities that relate to 
interwoven lives and the realization of a work-family balance in the era of 
de-standardized life courses.
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6.4.2 Exploring egalitarian and traditionalizing family arrangements
The explorative and in-depth research methods applied in this study 

provided the opportunity to look inside the black box of intra-household 
decisions about individuality and common interests within the commuter 
partnership arrangement. The findings make clear the ongoing need to 
investigate the practical ways in which work and family lives are organized, 
including the dilemmas that couples encounter, as well as the motivations 
couples have for their choices. Qualitative research methods are particularly 
suited for adding to this knowledge. 

several further research topics can be derived from the findings of this 
study. one relevant line of research would be to explore the experiences of 
commuting women including, as a particularly interesting subgroup, com-
muting mothers. of the thirty commuting partners in this study, ten were 
women and three were also mothers of dependent children. These women 
are at the forefront of female individualization in the work domain, within 
the framework of partnership and family arrangements. Another attrac-
tive research topic would be to generate more explorative research into the 
intra-household decisions and underlying rationales of not only dual-career 
couples with emancipated gender ideologies, but also 1.5 earners and single-
earner couples. The latter categories might look like the traditional family 
type with a male provider role and a female homemaker role. however, the 
findings from this study indicate that, in these traditionalizing families, 
shifts in balancing individuality and common interests and changes in the 
ways in which choices are rationalized are also taking place. 

6.4.3 Comparative research with other family arrangements
The findings about the life-course decisions and the daily experiences of 

commuter couples provide several avenues for comparative research projects. 
one that was beyond the scope of this project, but would nonetheless lead 
to valuable new insights, would be to compare commuter partnerships with 
nuclear households who have recently had to consider starting a commuter 
partnership but chose not to do so and opted for another solution instead. 
in this respect, three other solutions to the dilemma of a distant job oppor-
tunity are worth taking into account. first, these are couples who reject the 
distant job opportunity altogether and who decide only to accept jobs within 
their current daily activity space. second, couples who decide to accept a 
distant job opportunity and also accept family migration as a consequence. 
Third, couples who decide to accept the distant job opportunity, but reject 
family migration as well as a commuter partnership, and who choose instead 
an extra long daily commute (possibly in combination with part-time tele-
working).

A second line of comparative research would be to look into the experi-
ences of other types of family with two or more home places, which includes 
households with international arrangements. seasonal worker migrants who 
go to different countries or regions for part of the year to earn a living are 
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an example, as are retired persons who have become seasonal migrants who 
spend different seasons in different climates (‘sunbirds’ and ‘snowbirds’). 
expatriate families who spend a temporary period abroad as a family and 
return to their home country after a few years are another example, as are 
transnational migrants who leave their home country with or without their 
partner and children and who also envisage a return at some point in time. 
chapter three, which was focused on the experience of home of commut-
ing partners, provides several important factors that should be taken into 
account in such comparative research, especially when the experience of 
having two home places are the topic of research. Broadening research along 
those lines would advance our knowledge into the experiences of multiple 
homes.

A third line of comparative research would be to compare commuter 
partnerships with other types of split family. This line partly overlaps with 
the previously-mentioned line of research into people with multiple homes. 
The findings from this study into the experiences of commuter partnerships 
showed very clearly that living away from one’s immediate family members 
has a deep impact on how life is experienced. A noteworthy type of split 
family that has become increasingly common in late modern societies is the 
divorced family. divorce has led to several new family forms in which the 
children are split from one or both parents for part of the time. examples 
are co-parenting divorced families and patchwork families in which parents 
and children from various previous families form new households. The 
sheer growth in the incidence of divorced families makes these households 
important categories for comparative research with commuter partnerships. 
it should be noted, however, that the findings from this study do not sup-
port the negative connotation of a commuter partnership as (a prelude to) 
divorce. 

furthermore, comparative research is possible with other types of split 
family, such as transnational migrants who leave their families behind in 
order to create a livelihood for their families by working in a country with 
better income prospects. These migrants often move between the global 
south and north, but also between eastern and Western europe. in compar-
ing these split families with commuter partnerships, the effects of the differ-
ence in socioeconomic status of these categories must be borne in mind. That 
having been said, such comparative research could also lead to unforeseen 
insights and unexpected similarities in these different categories.
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Survey 
 Respondentnummer:
Date of interview:

1) Name/address/phone/email 
[Naam/adres/telnr/email]

2) Age 
[Leeftijd]

3) education/profession 
[opleidingen/beroepen (beide)]

4) Job locations 
[werklocaties (beide)]

5) how long does your relationship exist 
[hoe lang bestaat de huidige relatie]

 
6) Legal status (married/contract/no official status) 

[Juridische status van de relatie (getrouwd/contract/niet geregeld/ 
iets anders)]

7) how long lived toghether before start of commuter partnerhip 
[hoe lang samengewoond voorafgaand aan pendelrelatie]

8) how long does commuter partnership exist
[hoe lang bestaat de pendelrelatie]

9) commuting partner 
[pendelende partner]  

10) commuting rhythm 
[Pendelritme]

11) residential types (rent/owned; independent/shared/with family) 
[Woonvormen (huur/koop; zelfstandig/gedeeld/bij familie)]

12) information about children (number, ages, living at home) 
[Gegevens over kinderen (aantal, leeftijden, inwonend)]

Interviewthemes
•	 What was the motive for you to start commuting between two residences? [Wat 

was de aanleiding voor het gaan pendelen tussen twee woonlocaties?]
•	 How did you make this decision? [Hoe is de beslissing genomen?]
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Commuting rhythm [Pendelritme]
•	 commuting rhythm (variable or invariable rhythm) [Pendelritme 

(constant/variërend)]
•	 Adjustments in commuting in the meantime [tussentijdse aanpassingen 

in pendelconstructie]
•	 commuting times (home-work and in weekends) [Pendeltijden (huis-werk 

en weekends)]
•	 means of transportation [Vervoermiddelen]
•	 Where is line drawn between daily or weekly commute [Grens keuze 

dagelijkse of (boven)wekelijkse pendel].

Work [Arbeid]
What role does your work fulfil in your life? [Wat voor rol speelt je werk in jouw 
leven?]
•	 reason for accepting job at a long distance (incl. experience) [reden voor 

acceptatie baan op afstand (incl. beleving)]
•	 career phase [fase carrière]
•	 official and factual working hours [officiële en feitelijke arbeidstijden]
•	 flexibility in work [flexibiliteit in werk]
•	 facilities that employer provides (such as flexible working hours, help 

in child care, working at home, contribution to extra costs ) [faciliteiten 
die werkgever verleent (bijv. flexibele werktijden, tegemoetkoming in 
kinderopvang, thuiswerken, dekken van de extra kosten)] 

•	 Link between finances and choice for job at long distance [relatie 
financiën - keuze baan op afstand]

•	 Working career history [Voorgeschiedenis m.b.t. arbeid]
•	 differences between current situation – before commuter marriage 

[Verschillen huidige situatie - voor pendelrelatie]
•	 means of transportation for local trip home-work [Vervoermiddel voor 

lokaal woon-werk verkeer]
•	 Where is line drawn between daily or weekly commute [Grens keuze voor 

1 of 2 woonlocaties (reistijd)]
•	 experience of work in days without partner [beleving/invulling van werk 

in dagen zonder partner]

Caring tasks / household tasks [Zorg / huishouden]
How do you divide the household tasks at the moment? [Hoe verdelen jullie de 
huishoudelijke taken nu?]
•	 Priorities in family [prioriteiten in gezin/familie]
•	 division of tasks: who does what? (cleaning, shopping, cooking, 

household administration, organising around home) [Arbeidsdeling: wie 
doet wat? (schoonmaken, boodsch., koken, adm., regelwerk)]

•	 child care (bringing/picking up, homework, attention) [Verzorging 
kinderen (brengen/halen, huiswerk, aandacht)]

•	 means of transportation for household tasks [vervoermiddel voor 
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zorgtaken]
•	 tasks that are contracted out to third parties (both homes) [verzorging 

uitbesteed aan derden (beide woningen)]
•	 emergency situations (such as illness) [Noodsituaties (bijv ziekte)]
•	 differences between current situation – before commuter partnership 

[Verschillen huidige situatie - voor pendelrelatie]
•	 role of distance (in experiencing of relationship/family) [rol van afstand 

(in beleving relatie/gezin)]
•	 financial arrangements within partnership [financiële afstemming in de 

relatie]

Leisure time [Vrije tijd]
What influence does the commuter partnership have on how you spend your leisure 
time? [Welke invloed heeft het pendelen op de invulling van je vrije tijd?]
•	 telephone/email/mobile phone/digital camara [telefoneren/email/mobiel 

bellen/digitale camera]
•	 Leisure time activities (both situations) [invulling van de vrije tijd (beide 

situaties)]
•	 social contacts: family/friends/neighbours/colleagues [sociale contacten: 

familie/vrienden/buren/collega’s]
•	 Location where other people are invited [Locatie waar mensen worden 

ontvangen]
•	 differences between current situation – before commuter partnerhip 

[Verschil nu - voor pendelrelatie]

Residence [Wonen]
What roles do both residences play in you life? [Welke rol spelen de beide 
woonsituaties in je leven?]
•	 residential preferences in choice com partn (emotional/functional) 

[Voorkeuren m.b.t. wonen in keuze pendelrelatie (emotioneel/
functioneel)]

•	 residential costs [Woonlasten]
•	 residential types of 1st and 2nd residence [type 1e en 2e woning]
•	 residential environment [woonomgeving]
•	 specific requirements that 2nd residence had to fulfil (location/facilities) 

[specifieke eisen die aan 2e woning zijn gesteld (locatie/voorzieningen 
omgeving)]

•	 experience of home at both locations (‘at home’/ ‘staying over’) 
[Woonbeleving op de beide locaties (‘thuis’/‘uit logeren’)]

•	 extra question: You have a commuter partnership. do you regard yourself 
more as living alone or more as living together? or maybe a combination? 
[extra vraag: Je hebt een pendelrelatie. Zie je jezelf als m.n. alleenwonend 
of juist meer als samenwonend? of wellicht in wisselende combinatie?]
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Daily paths [Dagpaden]
How do you specifically fill your days? [Hoe deel je concreet je dagen in?]
•	 travel (time/means of travel) [reizen (tijd/vervoermiddel)]
•	 Work (times/location) [Werk (tijden/locatie)]
•	 dinner (grocery shopping/take out/how often) [Avondeten 

(boodschappen/afhalen/hoe vaak)]
•	 evenings (hobby’s/social contacts/work) [Avonden (hobby’s/sociale 

contacten/werk)]
•	 Weekends 
•	 Variations [Variatie]
•	 differences with period before com partn [Verschillen met periode vóór 

pendelrelatie]

Pro’s and cons [Voor- en nadelen]
What are in your experience the pro’s and cons of your commuter partnership? 
[Welke voor- en nadelen zitten er voor jou aan de pendelrelatie?]
•	 costs and gains of commuter partnership (material/emotional) [Netto 

kosten/baten pendelconstructie (materieel/emotioneel)]
•	 contentment with commuter partnership [tevredenheid met de 

pendelconstructie]

Future [Toekomst]
How do you picture the future? [Hoe zie je de toekomst voor je?]
•	 influence of idea of temporality in choices (work, residence, leisure, 

household) [rol van tijdelijkheid in beleving en keuzes (werk, wonen, 
vrije tijd, zorg)]

•	 hoe lang nog vol moeten/kunnen/willen houden
•	 does couple actively search for other solutions. if so, in which field 

(residence/work/daily commuting time) [Zoekt koppel actief naar 
andere oplossingen. Zo ja, op welk vlak (wonen/werk/reistijd)]

•	 commuting rhythm (keep the same/ change) [invulling van 
pendelconstructie (hetzelfde blijven / veranderen)]

Snowbal method [sneeuwbal]
Do you know people in a similar situation? [Ken je nog iemand in een vergelijkbare 
situatie?]
•	 information [gegevens]

Follow up [terugkoppelen]
Do you mind if I contact you again in about one or two years, to ask you by 
telephone about your situation and if you have made changes in your commuter 
partnership?
[Zou ik op termijn nog eens contact met je op mogen nemen om telefonisch te 
informeren over de eventuele wijzigingen in jullie pendelstatus?]
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 |Summary 
 This study is about commuter partnerships. The commuter 

partnership is a particular non-standard household arrangement in which, 
for part of the time, one partner lives near his or her work and away from 
the communal family home, because the commuting distance is too great 
to travel on a daily basis. Although in the Netherlands the classic nuclear 
family continues to be the dominant family arrangement, all kinds of new 
household types have also emerged and become socially acceptable. There are 
variations in the composition of households and the geographical organiza-
tion of households and partnerships. The choice of a commuter partnership 
can be understood as a practical solution for couples and families to bal-
ance the commitments to work, partnership, family, and residence of all 
household members. commuter partnerships are a response to conflicting 
mobility demands within a partnership. The need to live apart is caused by 
a combination of the individual commitments of both partners. organizing 
the activities of all the family members in a household has become difficult. 
This complexity relates to societal changes such as the expansion of educa-
tional systems, the geographical scaling up of the economy, fluctuations in 
the economic climate, the growth in female labor participation, the delay in 
family formation, and the increase in the rates of divorce and partnership 
dissolution. individualization, which is characterized by the ideology that 
individuals are personally responsible for their life course decisions and life 
plans, adds to the complexities of the intra-household matching of the com-
mitments of all household members.

The aim of the study is to explain the function of a commuter partner-
ship in the life courses of couples who opt for this household arrangement 
and to look into the day-to-day experiences of these couples with regard to 
their working and family lives. The study seeks to add to our knowledge on 
the intra-household decision making about life course choices. The study 
takes into account each partner’s individual preferences and their common 
goals and interests. commuter partnerships have not as yet been studied 
in the Netherlands. The few previous studies of this household type have 
been conducted in the UsA or the UK. A study of commuter partnerships 
in the Netherlands is pertinent, because through it we can learn about the 
functions of non-standard household arrangements in the life courses of in-
dividuals in the particular context of the Netherlands. furthermore, because 
the life course has become de-standardized, regular changes in the house-
hold arrangements of families will become more common in the near future. 
This study features a longitudinal approach to enable the investigation of 
the function of commuter partnerships over time. This line of research has 
not as yet been followed in the previous international studies of commuter 
partnerships.  

The main research question addressed in this study is: How can the choice 
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of a commuter partnership be explained, what are the consequences of a commuter 
partnership arrangement for the daily lives of both partners, and what is the 
function of this household arrangement in partners’ life courses over time? The 
study is of an exploratory nature and is based on sixty in-depth interviews 
with both partners in thirty commuter couples. since there was no database 
from which commuter couples could be selected, i searched for respondents 
through networking, advertising, approaching companies, and the snowball 
method. respondents were selected through purposive sampling. in my 
definition of a commuter partnership, the commuting partner’s commitment 
to the residence near the workplace is incessantly related to work. The com-
mitment to the shared residence can be found in different life domains, such 
as the work domain, the residential domain or the household domain. most 
respondents were highly skilled and employed in specialized professional 
or managerial positions. half the couples commuted between two locations 
within the Netherlands; the rest had one residence in the Netherlands and 
another abroad. fifteen couples had dependent children. in each of these 
cases, the children lived permanently in one communal residence with either 
the mother or the father, while the other parent commuted to a location 
near the workplace. specific efforts were made in the interviews to create 
the room for respondents to reflect on their situation in their own words. 
two to four years after the initial interviews, all thirty couples took part 
in a follow-up survey that looked into the development of their household 
arrangements in the intervening period. The benefit of the follow-up is that 
it provides an understanding about the duration of commuter partnerships 
and the function this arrangement has in the life courses of partners over 
time.

Continuity and change in life courses
in order to understand the function of the commuter partnership ar-

rangement in the life courses of the partners concerned, i explored what 
motivates couples to opt for a commuter partnership, what influences the 
continuity and the changes in their household arrangements, how long these 
commuter partnership arrangements continue, and what arrangements fol-
low after the commuter partnership ends. 

opting for a commuter partnership avoids family migration without the 
concession of rejecting job opportunities at a long distance from the family 
home. The initial choice to start a commuter partnership has various ration-
ales. The first is the wish of both partners to combine priorities in different 
life domains. The choice not to migrate raises the issue of understanding in 
which life domains the rationales are found that keep these couples rooted 
in their original residential location. These rationales vary. in the case of 
dual-career couples, the occupational career of the other partner forms the 
rationale to stay put at the original location. The family domain provides 
the rationale for commuter families who attach great value to the stability 
of their family life and who want to avoid uprooting this stability by family 
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migration. The residential domain provides a rationale not to migrate when 
one or both partners feel strongly rooted in a specific (type of) locality or a 
specific house. This finding that rationales are found in various life domains 
is significant for family migration research. The finding provides further 
support for the perspective that, in order to fully understand family migra-
tion choices, account must be taken of commitments in life domains other 
than the work domain.

The second rationale for couples to embark on a commuter partnership 
is the idea that it is a temporary solution. These couples do not regard living 
in a dual-residence situation as their ideal household arrangement. on the 
contrary, most couples envisage returning to a nuclear household arrange-
ment within a few years. A commuter partnership’s function is to bridge 
the period between a prior and a subsequent situation of living as a nuclear 
household. The rationales for visualizing the commuter partnership as a 
temporary solution have different backgrounds for different couples. A driv-
ing force that applies to many of them is that the distant job opportunity is 
itself temporary and, for this, these couples are not willing to migrate with 
the entire household. in some cases, the commuter partnership arrangement 
fits the life plans of the couple, because they are in a life phase where the 
common interests are not expected to suffer too much from prioritizing 
individual careers. in other cases, the couples’ life plans can incorporate 
lifestyle characteristics that allow for alternative household solutions like a 
commuter partnership. This is the case for some dual-career couples with or 
without children, but also for families with traditional gender roles.

The follow-up survey led to the finding that some couples indeed go back 
to a nuclear household arrangement within two to four years while other 
couples continue their commuter partnerships for periods of up to ten years 
or more. in terms of family migration considerations, the commuter part-
nership is found to be an effective way of avoiding family migration, at least 
for a temporary period. in the case of continued difficulties in combining 
both partners’ various priorities with one residential location, the commuter 
partnership often becomes a longer-term arrangement. When couples are 
able to reunite in one family residence, they do so more often by returning 
to the original family home than by family migration to the work location of 
the commuting partner. The follow-up study further showed that, no matter 
how long couples continue their commuter partnership, they never come to 
feel that the arrangement is permanent. instead, these people continue to 
picture a future moment when they will be able to reunite in one residential 
location. couples often look at their commuter partnership as a chain of 
several consecutive shorter periods instead of one continuous period.

The study also raises questions about the value of the concept of commit-
ment in the structural context of late modernity. The findings show that the 
need to be flexible can conflict with longer-term commitments in the life 
course. The tension between flexibility and commitment impacts not only on 
the domain of work, but also on the other life domains. The considerations 
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of the commuter couples are similar to those reported in the literature for 
single-residence dual-earner families – families who also have to deal with 
the complexities of combining the commitments of all family members, but 
who continue to live fulltime in one shared home. it is the commuter part-
nership as a particular solution to these complexities that is non-standard 
and until now has been pioneering.

Balancing individual preferences and family lives
one of the aims of this study was to look inside the black box of intra-

household decisions about commuter partnerships in the Netherlands. 
Within households, the interwoven lives imply that the activities of indi-
vidual household members need to be balanced. The commuter partnership 
affords a solution when some of the commitments of both partners cannot 
be fulfilled from one residential location. The analysis shows that, while it 
might have been expected that commuter partnerships are established in 
order for both partners to realize their individual preferences, this is certainly 
not always the case. The variations with respect to whose preferences are 
prioritized (his or her individual preferences or their common interests) 
shows the intrinsic complexities of intra-household decision making. These 
complexities strongly relate to the partners’ gender dispositions, which are 
anchored in their everyday thinking and family ideologies. There are distinct 
differences between couples with more and those with less egalitarian gen-
der beliefs. 

The emancipating characteristics of late modernity that have fostered the 
de-standardized life courses and the rise in alternative household arrange-
ments are one side of the phenomenon of commuter partnerships. on the 
other side, the still widely-held traditional ideals about family life and the 
continuing gendered asymmetries in work-family balances are also incorpo-
rated in the phenomenon of commuter partnerships. two general types of 
commuter partnership were discerned in this study in terms of the division 
of paid work between both partners, and by the work-family strategies they 
employ. These types are also distinguished by the life domains that led to 
the choice of a commuter partnership. Among both types there are couples 
without children as well as commuter families with children in ages varying 
from newborns to teenagers. first, i distinguished an egalitarian type of 
commuter partnership and second, a traditionalizing commuter partnership.

in the egalitarian commuter partnerships, the individuality of both 
partners and an ideology of independence are foremost in the rationale 
underlying the choice of a commuter partnership. Both partners attach 
great value to their own and each other’s occupational careers and mutually 
reinforce each other’s interests and commitments. The traditionalizing 
commuter partnerships usually decline the option of job-related family 
migration, because they do not want to move their children. sometimes they 
also prioritize a certain residential situation. in these families, the provider 
and homemaker roles are gendered and arranged in a non-symmetrical way. 
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The new feature in these families is not the division of roles, but that the 
man’s career does not oblige wives (and children) to follow him to another 
residential location. Although the women in the traditionalizing commuter 
partnerships did not become a traditional trailing wife or a tied stayer, the 
choice of a commuter partnership as an alternative to family migration or 
rejection of all distant job opportunities did not benefit the life courses of 
both individual partners as much as it did for the egalitarian partnerships.

The choice of a commuter-family arrangement should not be mistaken for 
an indication of a decrease in the importance of family values. The wellbe-
ing of the children is of great concern in both the traditionalizing and the 
egalitarian commuter families. The stability of the children is important in 
the sense that their daily lives are geographically rooted in the local scale, 
so they are not well served by dividing their time between two residences. 
Therefore, there is always one family home. The commuting parents combine 
distance parenting when they are away from the family with spending qual-
ity time with their children when they are at home. The home-based parents 
switch between single parenting on workdays and shared parenting when 
the commuting parent is at home.

An additional finding relating to the intra-household decision making 
is that commuter couples view their choice of a commuter partnership as 
a private matter. in the Netherlands, as in other post-industrial societies, 
the growing societal demand for all adult members to participate in paid 
labor has become widely accepted. At the same time, the idea is anchored in 
the everyday thinking of the commuter families to interpret the complex 
task of combining the occupational careers of one or both partners with 
the responsibilities of family care as a personal responsibility. commuter 
couples do not usually see a task for institutions outside the household, for 
employers for instance, to share in the responsibilities of keeping a work-
family balance. These findings provide further depth for the literature on the 
personalization of the politics of time and how scarce time is divided over 
work and care.

The time-geographical experiences of the dual-residence situation
from the time-geographical perspective applied in this study, setting up 

a second residence near the workplace of one partner is regarded as an adap-
tive strategy for coping with an incongruity in the geographical scales of 
working and family lives. compared with nuclear household arrangements, 
commuter partnerships are characterized by alternative time-geographical 
mobility patterns: one partner has replaced the typical daily commute with 
a (usually) weekly or bi-weekly recurring mobility pattern between work and 
family locations. The general picture of the daily and weekly lives of com-
muter couples is that the routines of all household members are impacted 
by the recurring mobility of the commuting partner. A basic finding from 
the study is that commuter couples generally designate one residence as 
their primary home and that one partner (the commuting partner) travels 
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routinely between both residences while the other partner (the home-based 
partner) lives permanently in the shared home. The commuting partner lives 
in a set of two separate activity spaces, leading to different levels of move-
ment (the travel between the two locations and the routines at each location) 
and different levels of spatial orientation (each residential location has its 
specific uses). At the same time, the home-based partner, who has a single 
activity space, experiences time with and time without the presence of his 
or her partner. A consequence of the commuter family arrangement is that 
one parent has sole responsibility for care for a substantial part of the time. 
This parent has to work out time-space paths for combining work and family 
responsibilities in a single-parent framework. 

This situation raised questions about how the usual routines of these 
couples were impacted by the commuter partnership. it turns out to be the 
case that the lives at both locations are very separate, a situation which is 
explained by several specific characteristics of this household arrangement. 
first, the rationale for setting up a second residence was found to be crucial. 
The second residence is there for the work reasons of one of the partners, not 
for motivations in the private sphere. As a result, the commuting partners 
are focused on the job when they are at the commuter residence. This strong 
work focus enforces the minimizing of all other kinds of activity, ranging 
from household chores to leisure pursuits. second, the difference in the 
social embeddedness of the two locations is crucial. commuting partners 
are usually highly-skilled people who select a specific job at a quite random 
location and who arrange life at this location as an individual worker. 
furthermore, most do not develop a social network over time. This tendency 
relates to the third characteristic of commuter partnerships: the time hori-
zon the couple has in mind for the duration of this household arrangement. 
Because of the ideal view that the dual-residence situation is temporary, 
many commuting partners are found to maintain an emotional distance 
from life at the commuter residence and keep their use of time and space at 
this location as simple as possible. in contrast, both partners experience the 
shared home as a much more durable locality. fourth, cyclical elements of 
time in the form of varying routines are important and impact differently on 
each household member. for the commuting partner, the routines at the two 
activity spaces are characterized by compartmentalization: at the commut-
ing residence the focus is on the job, while life at the shared residence is cen-
tered on the private sphere. for the home-based partner there is one activity 
space, which results in more integration of all aspects of life. however, the 
coming and going of the commuting partner requires a constantly-recurring 
adjustment from the home-based partner and the children.

A striking finding for the commuting partner that relates to the four 
characteristics mentioned is the common experience of living in two 
separate worlds: work and private life. Bridging the gap between two 
geographically-different worlds that are a long distance apart was found 
to be a difficult undertaking. furthermore, by emotional distancing, the 
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majority of commuting partners make sure the commuter location does not 
come to feel like a home that could threaten the primary value of the family 
home. for individuals who are part of committed and intimate relationships, 
the instrumental choice of having two residential bases cannot be extended 
into personal, existential experiences of home. for the great majority of 
the commuter partners, home is where the heart is that is, where the family 
members live. in commuter partnerships, where only one household member 
is mobile, the experience of home is not mobile. These findings suggest that, 
for most families, the commuter partnership is not likely to become an 
alternative family ideal equivalent to the nuclear family, notwithstanding 
the practical reality that some couples will be in a commuter partnership for 
many years.

 Reflection on the theoretical approach and the empirical findings
commitment is a key concept in this study, as it is in the life-course 

approach in general. The findings from this study support the theoretical 
stance that the long-term commitments of people, both in the domain of 
work and in other life domains, have become pressured. The need and wish 
to be flexible and adaptive was found to be an important aspect of the choice 
of a commuter partnership. The finding that couples envisage the commuter 
partnership arrangement as a temporary solution also shows the tension 
between commitments and flexibility in the life course. 

Although the solution of a commuter partnership is not common, the 
life issues that these couples face are very similar to those reported in the 
literature of other contemporary partnerships and families. Although egali-
tarian ideals often underlie the choice of a commuter partnership, gendered 
differences in balancing individual preferences and shared interests were 
commonly found among commuter couples. 

The literature on family migration was also part of the conceptual frame-
work of this study. The study of couples’ rationales for choosing a commuter 
partnership provides strong support for the view that research into the ra-
tionales for family migration decisions should look beyond the life domains 
of work and education into the domains of family and residence and also 
into leisure and social networks. 

Through the time-geographical approach that was applied, it has become 
clear that the commuter partnership arrangement has a severe impact on 
the daily lives and usual routines of both partners. These everyday experi-
ences are a substantial part of the explanation why most couples envisage 
their commuter partnership as a temporary arrangement. This finding shows 
how not only ideals and longer-term life plans are important in understand-
ing people’s life choices, but everyday experiences are also a fundamental 
part of the continuity and changes in people’s life courses.

future studies in this line of research could benefit from the findings 
in this study. We could learn more about the growing variety of household 
arrangements in our society if sample survey studies were to incorporate 
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questions that covered alternative time-space patterns of respondents. 
This study also shows that further in-depth research into intra-household 
decision making is necessary if we are to understand which motivations and 
dilemmas are crucial in the ways in which contemporary couples organize 
their working and family lives. furthermore, comparative research into vari-
ous types of household arrangement could provide an understanding of why 
some couples opt for a commuter partnership while others reject this type of 
arrangement.
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 |Samenvatting
 deze studie gaat over pendelrelaties (commuter partnerships). 

de pendelrelatie is een specifiek huishoudensarrangement, waarin een van 
beide partners een gedeelte van de tijd elders woont omdat de pendelafstand 
tussen de gezamenlijke woning en het werk te groot is om dagelijks af te leg-
gen. hoewel in Nederland het conventionele nucleaire gezin dat gezamenlijk 
in één woning leeft de dominante leefvorm voor gezinnen blijft, zijn er in de 
afgelopen decennia allerlei nieuwe huishoudentypen ontstaan. er zijn vari-
aties in de samenstelling van huishoudens en in de geografische organisatie 
van gezinnen en partnerschappen. de keuze voor een pendelrelatie kan 
worden opgevat als een praktische oplossing voor koppels en gezinnen in het 
vinden van een balans in de bindingen (commitments) die de leden van het 
huishouden hebben met het werk, het partnerschap, het gezin en de woning. 
de opkomst van de pendelrelatie kan worden beschouwd als een oplossing 
voor conflicterende mobiliteitseisen binnen het partnerschap. de noodzaak 
om een gedeelte van de tijd apart te wonen wordt veroorzaakt door een 
combinatie van individuele bindingen van elk van de partners. in deze 
tijd is het organiseren van de activiteiten van alle gezinsleden een lastige 
opgave voor veel huishoudens. deze ontwikkeling hangt samen met allerlei 
maatschappelijke veranderingen, zoals de grotere toegankelijkheid van goed 
onderwijs, de vergroting van de ruimtelijke schaalniveaus van de economie, 
fluctuaties in het economisch klimaat, de toename van arbeidsparticipatie 
van vrouwen, het uitstellen van gezinsvorming naar hogere leeftijden en de 
toename van het aantal partnerschappen dat eindigt in scheiding. individu-
alisering, een proces dat wordt gekenmerkt door de ideologie dat elk indi-
vidu verantwoordelijk is voor zijn of haar eigen levensloop en levensplannen, 
draagt bij aan de complexiteit binnen huishoudens om de bindingen van alle 
gezinsleden op elkaar af te stemmen.

het doel van deze studie is om te verklaren wat de functie een pendel-
relatie is binnen de levenslopen van koppels en om de gevolgen van de keuze 
voor een pendelrelatie voor hun dagelijkse ervaringen in beeld te brengen. 
het onderzoek wil bijdragen aan onze kennis van besluitvorming binnen 
huishoudens met betrekking tot keuzes die de levensloop beïnvloeden. in  
dit onderzoek worden zowel de individuele voorkeuren van elk van beide 
partners als hun gezamenlijke doelen en belangen belicht. Pendelrelaties  
zijn in Nederland nog niet eerder onderzocht. internationaal zijn er enkele 
onderzoeken verricht in de Verenigde staten en in het Verenigd Koninkrijk. 
een studie naar pendelrelaties in Nederland is van belang omdat we van 
deze huishoudens kunnen leren over de functies die niet-standaard huis-
houdensarrangementen hebben binnen de levenslopen van individuen in 
 Nederland. door de de-standaardisering van de levensloop zullen steeds 
meer huishoudens regelmatig aanpassingen in hun huishoudens-
arrangementen maken om alle wensen en verplichtingen van de individuele 
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gezinsleden op elkaar te kunnen afstemmen. in dit onderzoek is een longitu-
dinale benadering toegepast om zo over een langere tijd in beeld te brengen 
welke functie een pendelrelatie heeft voor koppels. deze onderzoeks-
methode is in het internationale onderzoek naar pendelrelaties nog niet 
 eerder toegepast.

de hoofdvraag die in dit onderzoek aan de orde wordt gesteld, luidt: Hoe 
kan de keuze voor een pendelrelatie worden verklaard, wat zijn de consequenties 
van een pendelrelatie voor de dagelijkse levens van beide partners, en wat is de 
functie van dit huishoudensarrangement in de levenslopen van de partners door 
de tijd? het onderzoek is exploratief van aard en is gebaseerd op zestig 
diepte-interviews met beide partners in dertig pendelkoppels. omdat er 
geen databestand beschikbaar was waaruit deze koppels geselecteerd kon-
den worden, heb ik respondenten gezocht via netwerken, advertenties, het 
benaderen van bedrijven en de sneewbalmethode. de respondenten werden 
geselecteerd op basis van een theoretische steekproef. Vanuit mijn definitie 
van pendelrelaties is de binding van de pendelende partner met de tweede 
woning altijd gerelateerd aan het werk. de binding met de gezamenlijke 
woning kan worden gevonden in verschillende levensdomeinen, zoals het 
werkdomein, het woondomein of het domein van het huishouden. de meeste 
respondenten waren hoogopgeleid en werkzaam in specialistische profes-
sionele of managementberoepen. de helft van de koppels had twee locaties 
binnen Nederland, de andere helft had een locatie in Nederland en een 
locatie in het buitenland. Vijftien koppels hadden thuiswonende kinderen. 
in al deze gezinnen woonden de kinderen permanent in één gezamenlijke 
woning met de moeder of de vader, terwijl de andere ouder pendelde naar 
de werklocatie. in de interviews kregen respondenten de ruimte om in hun 
eigen woorden te reflecteren op hun situatie en hun ervaringen. twee tot 
vier jaar na de oorspronkelijke interviews hebben alle dertig pendelkoppels 
deelgenomen aan een vervolgenquête waarin de ontwikkelingen centraal 
stonden die het huishouden in de tussenliggende periode had doorgemaakt. 
het voordeel van dit vervolgonderzoek is dat het inzicht verschaft in de duur 
van pendelrelaties en in de functie van dit huishoudensarrangement in de 
levenslopen van de partners door de tijd.

Continuïteit en verandering in de levensloop
om te kunnen begrijpen wat de functie van een pendelrelatie is binnen 

de levenslopen van partners, heb ik een verkennend onderzoek uitgevoerd 
naar de motivaties van koppels om voor een pendelrelatie te kiezen, hoe de 
continuïteit en de veranderingen in hun huishoudensarrangement worden 
beïnvloed, en welke arrangementen volgen wanneer de pendelrelatie wordt 
beëindigd.

met de keuze voor een pendelrelatie kan een baan op grote afstand van 
de gezamenlijke woning worden geaccepteerd, zonder dat dit de consequen-
tie heeft dat het gehele huishouden betrokken wordt in gezinsmigratie. een 
belangrijke reden voor koppels om te kiezen voor een pendelrelatie ligt in de 
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wens van beide partners om prioriteiten in verschillende levensdomeinen 
met elkaar te combineren. in het geval van twee-carrière-koppels vormt 
de baan van de partner die geen baan op afstand heeft geaccepteerd de 
belangrijkste reden om de oorspronkelijke woonlocatie niet te verlaten. in 
het geval van pendelgezinnen waarin er thuiswonende kinderen zijn, is de 
stabiliteit van de kinderen in hun dagelijks leven vaak een belangrijke reden 
om niet te migreren met het gehele gezin. de woning of woonomgeving zelf 
kunnen ook een reden vormen om niet te migreren wanneer een of beide 
partners sterke emotionele banden heeft met een specifieke woonlocatie of 
woning. de bevinding dat de redenen voor de keuze tussen een pendelrelatie 
of gezinsmigratie zich niet alleen bevinden in het werkdomein maar ook  
in andere levensdomeinen is van belang voor het onderzoek naar gezins-
migratie. dat onderzoek richt zich van oudsher vooral op werk- en opleiding-
gerelateerde migratie.

een reden voor koppels om een pendelrelatie te beginnen is de gedachte 
dat het zal gaan om een tijdelijke oplossing. deze koppels beschouwen het 
wonen in een twee-locatiehuishouden niet als een ideaal arrangement. 
 integendeel, de meeste koppels gaan ervan uit dat ze binnen een paar jaar 
weer als een gezamenlijk huishouden fulltime op één locatie wonen. de 
functie van een pendelrelatie is het overbruggen van een periode die wordt 
voorafgegaan en wordt gevolgd door het fulltime samenwonen. er zijn 
verschillende redenen waarom koppels de pendelrelatie als een tijdelijke op-
lossing zien. een belangrijke aanleiding is dat de baan op afstand zelf vaak 
van tijdelijke aard is en dat koppels voor zo’n tijdelijke baan niet met het 
gehele huishouden willen verhuizen. in sommige gevallen past de pendel-
relatie voor een tijdje binnen de levensplannen van het koppel, bijvoorbeeld 
omdat ze in een levensfase zijn waarin er geen thuiswonende kinderen zijn. 
Andere koppels hebben een levensstijl waarin ruimte is voor alternatieve 
arrangementen, zoals een pendelrelatie. dit is het geval voor sommige 
twee-carrière-koppels met of zonder thuiswonende kinderen, maar ook voor 
sommige families met traditionele rolverdelingen tussen man en vrouw.

het vervolgonderzoek onder de respondenten leidde tot de bevinding 
dat sommige koppels inderdaad binnen een periode van twee tot vier jaar 
terugkeren op één gezamenlijke woonlocatie, terwijl andere koppels hun 
pendelrelatie voortzetten voor langere periodes tot tien jaar of meer. de 
pendelrelatie blijkt verder een effectieve manier te zijn om gezinsmigratie 
te voorkomen. Als koppels kunnen organiseren dat ze weer fulltime op een 
gedeelde locatie gaan wonen, doen ze dat vaker door terug te keren naar de 
oorspronkelijke gezamenlijke woning dan door te kiezen voor gezinsmigratie 
naar de werklocatie van de pendelende partner. het vervolgonderzoek liet 
ook zien dat voor pendelkoppels de pendelrelatie nooit gaat aanvoelen als 
een permanent arrangement, ongeacht hoe lang zij hun pendelrelatie voort-
zetten. ook koppels die een pendelrelatie jarenlang voortzetten, blijven  
zich voorstellen dat er een moment is in de toekomst waarop ze zullen terug-
keren naar het wonen op één gezamenlijke locatie. deze koppels beschouwen 
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hun pendelrelatie vaak als een aaneenschakeling van verschillende kortere 
periodes in plaats van als één continue periode.

het onderzoek roept ook vragen op over het belang van lange-termijn-
bindingen van individuen binnen de maatschappelijke context van het laat-
modernisme. de bevindingen laten zien dat de noodzaak flexibel te zijn kan 
conflicteren met langdurige bindingen in de levensloop. de spanning tussen 
flexibiliteit en binding beïnvloedt niet alleen het levensdomein van het werk, 
maar ook de andere levensdomeinen zoals die van partnerschap, huishouden 
en wonen. de overwegingen en praktische dilemma’s van pendelkoppels zijn 
vergelijkbaar met die van tweeverdienergezinnen die op één locatie wonen, 
waarover in de literatuur veel wordt gerapporteerd. Pendelkoppels hebben 
gekozen voor een bijzondere oplossing voor vraagstukken waar niet alleen 
zij, maar ook vele andere hedendaagse huishoudens mee te maken krijgen.

Het balanceren van individuele voorkeuren en een gezinsleven
een van de doelen van dit onderzoek was om voor pendelkoppels in 

Nederland de besluitvorming binnen huishoudens te bestuderen. Binnen 
huishoudens zijn de levens van de individuele personen verweven; de activi-
teiten van de verschillende gezinsleden moeten op elkaar afgestemd worden. 
de pendelrelatie vormt een oplossing wanneer sommige bindingen van de 
beide partners niet vanuit één woonlocatie kunnen worden gerealiseerd. 
hoewel men zou kunnen verwachten dat voor een pendelrelatie wordt geko-
zen opdat beide partners hun individuele voorkeuren kunnen realiseren, blijkt 
dit zeker niet altijd het geval. de variaties in wiens voorkeuren een prioriteit 
krijgen (zijn of haar individuele voorkeuren of hun gezamenlijke belangen), 
laat zien hoe complex de besluitvorming en afstemming binnen huishoudens 
is. deze complexiteit hangt samen met de ideologie van partners over 
rolverdelingen tussen man en vrouw binnen het gezin. er zijn opmerkelijke 
verschillen tussen koppels met ideologieën die zijn gericht op gelijkwaardige 
rolverdelingen versus op traditionele rolverdelingen. in dit onderzoek heb ik, 
op basis van de onderlinge verdeling van betaalde arbeid en de gehanteerde 
gezinsidealen, een onderscheid gemaakt tussen twee algemene typen pen-
delkoppels. onder beide typen pendelkoppels bevinden zich zowel koppels 
met thuiswonende kinderen als stellen zonder (thuiswonende) kinderen. Als 
eerste heb ik het egalitaire pendelkoppel onderscheiden en als tweede het 
traditionele pendelkoppel.

in de egalitaire pendelkoppels staat de individuele ontplooiing van beide 
partners en een ideologie van onafhankelijkheid voorop in hun motivatie 
om voor een pendelrelatie te kiezen. Beide partners hechten veel waarde aan 
hun eigen en elkaars arbeidscarrières en ze versterken elkaars wederzijdse 
interesses. in de traditionele pendelkoppels wordt de optie van werk-
gerelateerde gezinsmigratie vaak afgewezen omdat men de kinderen niet wil 
verplaatsen. soms is voor deze koppels een sterke binding met de gezamen-
lijke woonlocatie een reden om migratie naar een nieuwe locatie af te wijzen. 
in deze huishoudens zijn de rollen van mannelijke hoofdkostwinner en huis-
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vrouw met deeltijdbaan op een traditionele en niet-symmetrische manier 
gearrangeerd. het nieuwe element in deze huishoudens is niet de onderlinge 
rolverdeling, maar dat de arbeidscarrière van de man de vrouw (en eventuele 
kinderen) niet verplicht om hem te volgen naar een andere woonlocatie. 
hoewel de vrouwen in deze traditionele pendelrelaties niet de klassieke 
volgende rol in migratie vervullen, heeft de keuze voor een pendelrelatie als 
alternatief voor gezinsmigratie in deze huishoudens niet voor beide partners 
evenveel individueel voordeel in het realiseren van persoonlijke ontwikke-
ling als het geval is bij de egalitaire pendelkoppels.

in de gevallen van gezinnen met thuiswonende kinderen moet de 
keuze voor een pendelrelatie niet worden gezien als een indicatie voor een 
afname aan het belang dat men hecht aan gezinswaarden. het welzijn 
van de kinderen is van groot belang, zowel in egalitaire als in traditionele 
pendelrelaties. de stabiliteit van de kinderen is belangrijk in die zin dat hun 
dagelijkse levens geografisch gezien geworteld zijn in de locale omgeving. 
daardoor hebben kinderen er geen baat bij om hun tijd te verdelen tussen 
twee woonlocaties. er is dan ook altijd één gezinswoning waar de kinderen 
permanent wonen met een van beide ouders. de pendelende ouder combi-
neert ouderschap-op-afstand met intensieve quality-time met de kinderen. 
de thuis-gevestigde ouder wisselt tussen het functioneren als alleenstaande 
ouder en als één van de ouders in een twee-ouder-gezin.

een bijkomende bevinding die is gerelateerd aan de besluitvorming 
binnen huishoudens is dat pendelkoppels hun keuze voor de pendelrelatie 
beschouwen als een privé-keuze. in Nederland wordt de maatschappelijke eis 
steeds breder gedragen dat alle volwassen leden van de samenleving behoren 
te participeren in betaalde arbeid. de onderzochte pendelkoppels blijken 
de complexe taak van het combineren van de arbeidscarrières van beide 
partners met de verantwoordelijkheden voor het gezin als een persoonlijke 
verantwoordelijkheid te beschouwen. Pendelkoppels zien over het algemeen 
geen rol voor instituties buiten het huishouden, bijvoorbeeld werkgevers, om 
te delen in de verantwoordelijkheid voor het vinden van een balans tussen 
werk en gezin.

De tijd-geografische ervaringen met het wonen op twee locaties
Vanuit de tijd-geografische benadering die in dit onderzoek is gehanteerd 

wordt het ingebruiknemen van een tweede woning nabij het werk opgevat 
als een aanpassingsstrategie om de geografische schaalniveaus van het 
werkleven en het gezinsleven op elkaar af te stemmen. in vergelijking met 
huishoudens die fulltime op één locatie wonen wordt de pendelrelatie geka-
rakteriseerd door een alternatief tijd-geografisch mobiliteitspatroon: één 
partner heeft de gangbare dagelijkse pendel tussen de woning en het werk 
vervangen door een (veelal) wekelijks of tweewekelijks terugkerend mobili-
teitspatroon tussen het werk en de gezinslocatie. het algemene beeld van de 
dagelijkse en wekelijkse leefpatronen van pendelkoppels is dat de routines 
van alle huishoudenleden worden beïnvloed door het mobiliteitspatroon van 
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de pendelende partner. een basisbevinding uit het onderzoek is dat pendel-
koppels doorgaans één van beide woningen als hun primaire woning be-
schouwen en dat een van beide partners (de pendelende partner) routinema-
tig tussen beide woningen heen en weer reist, terwijl de andere partner (de 
thuis-gevestigde partner) permanent in de gezamenlijke woning woont. de 
pendelende partner leeft in twee verschillende activiteitenruimten (activity 
spaces). dit resulteert in verschillende activiteiten- en mobiliteitspatronen. 
elke locatie heeft zijn eigen activiteitenpatronen, er wordt gereisd tussen 
de twee locaties en er is mobiliteit op elk van beide locaties. Voor de thuis-
gevestigde partner is er één activiteitenruimte die vanuit de gezamenlijke 
woning bereikbaar is. Voor deze partner wisselen de routines echter al naar 
gelang de partner aanwezig of afwezig is op deze locatie. een consequentie 
van de pendelrelatie is dat in gezinnen met thuiswonende kinderen een van 
beide ouders een aanzienlijk gedeelte van de tijd alleen verantwoordelijk is 
voor het gezin. deze ouder moet tijd-ruimtepaden organiseren waarin werk 
en gezin worden gecombineerd als in een éénoudergezin. 

de activiteitenpatronen en routines van de koppels worden dus beïnvloed 
door de pendelrelatie. het onderzoek laat zien dat de levens op beide locaties 
als zeer gescheiden worden ervaren, wat wordt verklaard door een aantal 
specifieke kenmerken van dit huishoudensarrangement. ten eerste is de  
reden voor het betrekken van een tweede woning van cruciaal belang. de 
tweede woning is er puur vanwege het werk, niet om redenen in de privé-
sfeer, zoals in het geval van een vakantiewoning. het gevolg van deze func-
tionele motivatie voor de tweede woning is dat de pendelende partners sterk 
georiënteerd zijn op het werk als ze in de pendelwoning zijn. deze sterke 
 focus op het werk draagt bij aan het minimaliseren van allerlei andere activi-
teiten, zoals huishoudelijke taken, sociale contacten en vrijetijdsactiviteiten. 
ten tweede is het verschil in de sociale inbedding tussen de beide locaties 
van groot belang. Pendelende partners zijn doorgaans hoogopgeleide perso-
nen die op de tweede locatie terechtkomen omdat zich daar een specifieke, 
specialistische baan bevindt. op deze locatie zijn geen vooraf bestaande so-
ciale contacten of netwerken waar de persoon deel van uitmaakt. Bovendien 
blijken de meeste pendelende partners niet of nauwelijks te investeren in het 
opbouwen van sociale netwerken op de locatie bij het werk. deze neiging tot 
het vermijden van diepgaande sociale contacten verwijst naar een derde ken-
merk van pendelrelaties: de tijdshorizon die koppels in gedachten hebben 
voor de duur van dit huishoudensarrangement. omdat deze koppels als 
 ideaalbeeld hebben dat het pendelrelatie arrangement slechts van tijdelijke 
aard is, bewaren veel pendelende partners een emotionele afstand ten op-
zichte van het leven op de tweede locatie. Ze houden hun activiteitenpatro-
nen op deze locatie zo eenvoudig mogelijk en proberen de tijd die ze er door-
brengen tot een minimum te beperken. in contrast hiermee ervaren beide 
partners de gezamenlijke woning als een veel duurzamere en stabielere 
woonlocatie in hun levens, waar het investeren in sociale netwerken en 
 diversiteit in activiteiten wel belangrijk is. ten vierde zijn de cyclische 
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 aspecten van tijd in de vorm van de verschillende routines van belang voor 
elk van de gezinsleden. de pendelende partner heeft op de twee locaties heel 
verschillende activiteitenpatronen die een ervaring opleveren van twee 
 gescheiden werelden: op de pendellocatie ligt de focus op het werk, terwijl 
het leven op de gezamenlijke woonlocatie vooral om het privé-leven draait. 
Voor de thuis-gevestigde partner is er slechts één activiteitenruimte, wat 
resulteert in een leven waarin werk en privé geïntegreerd zijn. de thuis- 
gevestigde partner en de kinderen moeten zich echter constant aanpassen 
aan het komen en gaan van hun huisgenoot.

een belangrijke bevinding voor de pendelende partner die samenhangt 
met de vier bovengenoemde kenmerken is het door velen ervaren leven in 
twee werelden: de wereld van het werk en die van het privé-leven. het over-
bruggen van deze twee tijd-geografisch zeer verschillende werelden die zo 
ver bij elkaar vandaan liggen blijkt een moeilijke opgave te zijn. Bovendien 
zorgen de meeste pendelende partners er door het bewaren van een emoti-
onele afstand voor dat de locatie bij het werk niet te veel gaat voelen als een 
thuis, om zo te voorkomen dat deze plek een bedreiging kan gaan vormen 
voor de primaire waarde van de gezamenlijke woning als het thuis. Voor 
de grote meerderheid van de pendelende partners is thuis de plek waar je 
hart ligt, de plek waar je familieleden zijn. in pendelrelaties, waar slechts 
een van de leden van het huishouden mobiel is tussen verschillende woon-
locaties, is het gevoel van thuis niet te verdelen over verschillende locaties. 
deze bevindingen leiden tot de verwachting dat de pendelrelatie voor de 
meeste koppels en gezinnen niet gezien mag worden als een alternatief 
gezinsideaal ten opzichte van het fulltime samenwonen. dat neemt niet 
weg dat sommige pendelkoppels om praktische redenen hun pendelrelatie 
vele jaren voortzetten.

Reflectie op de theoretische benadering en de empirische bevindingen
Binding is een sleutelconcept in dit onderzoek waarin de levensloopbena-

dering wordt gehanteerd. de bevindingen uit dit onderzoek ondersteunen 
het theoretische standpunt dat lange-termijn-bindingen van mensen, zowel 
in het domein van werk als in andere levensdomeinen, onder druk staan. de 
noodzaak en wens om flexibel te zijn en zich aan te passen is een belangrijk 
aspect van de keuze voor een pendelrelatie gebleken. de bevinding dat 
koppels hun pendelrelatie beschouwen als een tijdelijke oplossing laat de 
spanning tussen bindingen en flexibiliteit in de levensloop zien.

de dilemma’s waar deze pendelkoppels voor staan blijken vergelijkbaar 
te zijn met die van andere hedendaagse koppels en gezinnen, waarover de 
literatuur rapporteert. hoewel gelijkheidsidealen vaak aan de basis liggen 
van de keuze voor een pendelrelatie, blijken klassieke genderverschillen in 
het balanceren van individuele voorkeuren met gezamenlijke belangen veel 
voor te komen onder deze koppels.

de literatuur over gezinsmigratie was onderdeel van het conceptuele 
raamwerk van dit onderzoek. de bevindingen van dit onderzoek geven aan 
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dat onderzoek naar gezinsmigratie zich niet uitsluitend moet richten op 
de domeinen van werk en opleiding. de levensdomeinen van gezin, wonen, 
vrije tijd en sociale netwerken blijken ook van belang in keuzes rond gezins-
migratie.

door de tijd-geografische benadering die is toegepast, is duidelijk 
geworden dat pendelrelatie-arrangementen een grote weerslag hebben 
op de dagelijkse levens en de routines van beide partners. deze dagelijkse 
ervaringen dragen eraan bij dat de meeste koppels hun pendelrelatie als een 
tijdelijke oplossing beschouwen. deze bevinding laat zien dat niet alleen 
idealen en lange-termijn-levensplannen belangrijk zijn in het begrijpen van 
de levenskeuzes van mensen, maar dat dagelijkse ervaringen en routines 
ook een fundamenteel onderdeel vormen van de continuïteit en de verande-
ringen die mensen in hun levens doormaken.

in toekomstig onderzoek kunnen we meer leren over de groeiende 
 variëteit in huishoudensarrangementen in Nederland als in enquêtes onder 
representatieve steekproeven vragen worden opgenomen die alternatieve 
tijd-ruimtepaden van respondenten in beeld kunnen brengen. op basis van 
mijn onderzoek kan worden vastgesteld dat verder verdiepend onderzoek 
naar de besluitvorming binnen huishoudens nodig is als we willen begrijpen 
welke motivaties en dilemma’s cruciaal zijn in de manieren waarop heden-
daagse koppels hun werk- en gezinslevens organiseren. Bovendien zou ver-
gelijkend onderzoek naar verschillende typen huishoudensarrangementen 
verdere inzichten kunnen opleveren over de vraag waarom sommige koppels 
kiezen voor een pendelrelatie waar anderen dit arrangement afwijzen.



Commuter Partnerships  |Balancing home, family, and distant work

160 | 



Balancing home, 
family, and 
distant work

Marjolijn van der Klis

Commuter 
Partnerships

M
arjolijn van der K

lis | Com
m

uter Partnerships | B
alancing hom

e, fam
ily, and distant w

ork

 �is study is about commuter partnerships. �e commuter 
partnership is a particular non-standard household arrangement in 
which, for part of the time, one partner lives near his or her work and 
away from the communal family home, because the commuting 
distance is too great to travel on a daily basis. �is study seeks to 
explain the function of a commuter partnership in the life courses of 
couples who opt for this household arrangement and to look into the 
day-to-day experiences of these couples with regard to their working 
and family lives. �e research is of an exploratory nature and it is based 
on in-depth interviews with commuter couples in the Netherlands. 
Results show that most couples view their commuter partnership as a 
temporary solution. �e choice of a commuter partnership can be 
understood as a practical solution for couples and families to balance 
the commitments to work, partnership, family, and residence.
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