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From ‘Single’ to ‘Singlehood’: Life Course Perspective 

to Develop Five-Dimensional Framework to Capture Single Lives 

  

 

Abstract:  

Singlehood is increasingly visible across societies, yet it continues to be defined largely through binary 

categories, particularly marital status. Such classifications provide limited understanding of the diversity and 

changing forms of contemporary single lives. Current relationship arrangements create conceptual ambiguity 

around who may be considered “single” and how singlehood should be understood. This article develops a 

five-dimensional framework to examine singlehood through legal status, social recognition, personal-

psychological self-definition, temporality, and spheres of life. The first three dimensions are used to 

conceptualise relationship status at a point in time, while time and spheres of life extend this understanding 

by locating singlehood within life-course processes and broader social contexts. Together, these dimensions 

provide a more contextual understanding of singlehood as both relationship status and lived experience. The 

framework generates eight configurations of relationship status and accommodates movement across 

categories over time and across domains of life. The article contributes to ongoing discussions on 

conceptualising singlehood and provides a structure for organising existing literature and identifying future 

areas of inquiry. Implications are discussed for research, policy, and organisational contexts where 

experiences of singlehood remain insufficiently understood. 
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