
 
 
 
What’s the Deal with Cohabitation? A Survey of This Decade’s Leading Research 
    By Glenn T. Stanton 
 
 

Below is a one-of-a-kind summary of the leading professional literature on 
the nature and consequences of unmarried cohabitation upon relationships 
as well as for adult and child well-being. Having reviewed each of the studies 
presented here personally, I am not aware of a more concise, comprehensive 
and up-to-date explanation of this decade’s (and earlier) findings on the 
subject.  

 
In terms of the growth of family formation trends over the last four decades, the dramatic increase 
in unmarried cohabitation has no close rival. It has exploded in growth. 

 
Since 1960, the number of cohabiting couples has increased 14-fold in the U.S. 
 

Unmarried child-bearing is the closest competitor, growth wise, but this has been greatly 
increased by cohabitation, as 56% of women age 20-24, 52% age 25-29 and 59% age 30-34 
have births in non-marital cohabiting relations, as opposed to being truly single-parent births.1 
         
With the dramatic and consistent increases in unmarried cohabitation in most Western nations 
comes a wealth of strong scholarly research which greatly illuminates our understanding of the 
nature and outcomes of these relationships. Following is a survey of this more recent research, 
presented by key outcome categories. 
 
There is no real debate in the research community that premarital cohabitation is generally very 
harmful to a future marriage. The consistency of this finding has resulted in a phrase used by 
family researchers: the cohabitation effect. 
 
The real discussion in academic circles is 1) to what degree does cohabitation harm marital 
success and 2) why is this the case? Let’s look at some specific findings. 
 
1) Cohabitation Greatly Increases the Likelihood of Marital Failure 
Findings very on how significantly cohabitation increases a marriage’s chance of failure, but the 
agreed-upon numbers are very high. Research consistently finds marriages preceded by 
cohabitation can face a 65% increase in likelihood of divorce.2  Other studies report that 
marriages where only one spouse ever cohabited face a 50% increase in likelihood of divorce, 
compared with marriages preceded by no cohabitation.3 Another study explains, “Over 50% of 
cohabiting unions in the US, whether or not they are eventually legalized by marriage, end by 
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separation within five years compared to roughly 20% for marriages” with no history of 
cohabitation.4 
 
Serial cohabitors who finally marry face double the odds of divorce compared with those who 
cohabited only with their spouse, even after controlling for step-children brought from prior 
relationships and socio-economic characteristics.5 
 
In fact, one scholar referred to premarital cohabitation as “one of the most robust predictors of 
marital dissolution that has appeared in the literature.”6 Additionally, a substantial increase in 
marital failure is associated with pre-marital sexual experience with someone other than your 
spouse.7 
 
The two leading reasons for this greater relational instability follow: 
 

Reason #1 – Lack of Commitment 
Research over the past 10 years has come to good conclusions about why cohabitation 
is associated with greater risk of divorce. A key answer is centering on commitment. One 
very sophisticated study on relationship dynamics concludes “that it appears to be 
commitment rather than mere togetherness that lays the foundation for long-term 
cooperation and happiness in family relationships.”8 Cohabitors are shown to be 
consistently less committed to both their relationship and their partner. In fact, it is 
primarily the men in cohabiting relationships who are less committed. Scott Stanley and 
Howard Markman, leaders in the field, explain that “men who cohabit with their wives are, 
on average, a good deal less dedicated to their wives even once they are married! It is 
quite notable that this difference was not observed at all in females” (emphasis in 
original). They warn, “Practically, the data hint at the importance of women giving 
particular consideration to the interpersonal commitment levels of the men they are 
dating, living with, or marrying.” 9 
 
Cohabiting relationships are 5 times more likely to dissolve than married relationships, 
(even when children are involved, a typical relationship solidifier) and when separated, 
cohabitors are only 33% as likely as marrieds to reconcile.10 A large British study found 
that one in two cohabiting unions with children dissolved before their child’s fifth birthday 
compared to one in twelve married couples who did so. They explained that 75% of 
family breakdown in England involving young children took place in cohabiting families.11   
 
Commitment -- having the couple as well as their own friends and families understand the 
nature of the clear and public promise of marriage -- makes a significant difference in 
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relational health and longevity. These data support the idea that cohabitation is a 
relationship on the man’s terms, while marriage is a relationship on the woman’s terms. 
The compromise of cohabitation has been harmful to women. 
 
Reason #2 – Cohabitation Teaches Unhealthy Relationship Skills 
Couples who cohabit before marriage tend to exhibit more negative and less successful 
problem-solving skills and partner-support behaviors than married couples who did not 
cohabit. Scholars explain, “Both husbands and wives who cohabited were more negative 
and hostile than their counterparts who did not cohabit.”12 It is hypothesized that the lack 
of relational clarity and commitment between cohabitors is more likely to foster more 
controlling and manipulative interactions as a means of keeping the relationship together. 
Research indicates that these problem behaviors and attitudes that couples develop in 
cohabiting relationships are brought into a future marriage, putting them at risk for poorer 
marital communication. 
 
Cohabitors are about 25% more likely to report a sense of relational instability compared 
to their married peers.13 

 
Shifting now to the quality of cohabiting relationships, there is also no real debate in the academic 
community that cohabiting relationships are generally much more troubled and fragile than 
married relationships. They also have an increased negative impact on the participants: adults 
and children. 
 
2) Cohabiting Relationships Are Less Healthy for Adults 
Cohabiting relationships are consistently overall more unhealthy relationships than marriage. The 
increased problems are greater relational dissatisfaction, higher levels of conflict, lower levels of 
healthy communication, lower sense of fairness and overall happiness and lower incomes relative 
to married peers.14 This appears to hold true across nations, time periods and diverse cultures.15   
 
3) Cohabitors Experience Increased Domestic Violence 
Regarding the relational natures between violent couples, the Journal of Family Violence 
explains, “The most frequently cited relationship was cohabitation with close to one half (48 
percent) of the couples living together.” The lowest rate was found among married couples (19 
percent). The divorced and separated held the middle ranking (27.3 percent).16 Jan Stets, a 
leading scholar on family form and domestic violence, found that “aggression is at least twice as 
common among cohabitors as it is among married partners.” Nearly 14 percent of cohabitors 
admit to hitting, shoving or throwing things at their partner in the past year, compared to only 5 
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percent of married people. This held true, even when controlling for factors such as education, 
age, occupation and income.17 
 
4) Cohabitors More Likely to Be Depressed 
Levels of depression for cohabitors are about 2.8 points higher, on average, than for married 
peers, even after controlling for important socio-economic factors. Women, non-whites and the 
young report the highest levels of depression among cohabitors. 
 
One of the nation’s leading scholars on cohabitation explains, “The higher levels of relationship 
instability among cohabitors explain their greater depression.” And those in longer cohabitation 
unions are worse off in terms of relational quality and commitment than those who cohabit for 
shorter periods of time, suggesting that the experience of cohabiting tends to get worse over time, 
rather than better.18 
 
5) Cohabitors are Less Faithful- Cohabitors are more than twice as likely to have been sexually 
unfaithful to their partner in recent months compared to married individuals. This remained 
constant even when the more permissive attitudes of cohabitors were controlled for. The 
researchers explain that lower relational satisfaction, found more often among cohabitors, is 
associated with greater infidelity. Also, marrieds have more invested in their relationships, both by 
public commitment and facing higher exit costs should their infidelity end that marriage.19 
 
 
 
6) Cohabiting Families Poorly Serve Children’s Needs - Just over 5 percent of U.S. children 
currently reside with cohabiting parents/adults. Recent estimates indicate that two-fifths of 
children are expected to live some part of their childhood in a cohabiting home and 41 percent of 
currently cohabiting homes have children present.20 What impact do cohabiting homes have on 
these children? 
 

a) Family Instability - Cohabiting families are less ideal for meeting the development and 
needs of children than married families, primarily because they are remarkably more 
unstable; nearly guaranteeing these children will face at least one, if not more, family 
upheavals over a relatively short period of time.21 Children born to cohabiting parents will 
see the break-up of their homes at dramatically higher levels than those from married 
homes. 

 
Likelihood of Home Dissolution 

by Child Age / Parent Relationship 
Age of Child Cohab Prnts Marrd Prnts 
1 year old 15% 4% 
5 years old 50% 15% 
10 years old 66% 29% 
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Leading cohabitation scholars find that children with cohabiting parents are overall 292% 
more likely see their parents break-up, compared to their peers with married parents. If 
these cohabiting parents do eventually marry, that risk of disruption is 151% greater than 
children born to married-only parents.22 And such upheaval is well documented to be 
harmful for many important measures of child well-being and thriving.23  
 

b) Increased Poverty and Lower Parental/Child Education - Children living with 
cohabiting parents are significantly more likely to be living in poverty, and this is true for 
children with both biological or biological/“step” cohabiting parents.24 In fact, research 
conducted at Purdue University finds that wealth accumulation in cohabiting homes is far 
below what it typically is in married homes, with the cohabiting union more closely 
resembling the earnings and savings of singles.25 Cohabiting parents are also much less 
likely to have a high school diploma or GED, even 10% less likely than single mothers.26 
Both poverty and decreased education levels of parents serve as key limiters of 
children’s life opportunities and motivations. Thus, the cognitive and educational success 
of children with cohabiting parents is significantly less than their peers with married 
parents. And educational success decreases as these children grow into their teen 
years.27  
 
Teens living with an unmarried biological mom and non-bio father face 122% higher odds 
of being expelled from school compared to peers from married homes. They also have 
90% greater odds of low grade-point average and vocabulary skills. Future college 
attendance is also less likely for these children.28 
 

c) Increased Behavioral/Emotional Problems – Children living with either 2 bio- and bio-
“step” cohabiting parents exhibit significantly greater levels of behavioral and emotional 
problems than children with two-biological married parents. Boys in these homes report 
higher problem levels than girls.29 

 
d) Cohabiting Parents and Delinquency – Adolescents have significantly higher 

incidences of delinquent behavior when living with mother and her cohabiting partner. 
This speaks to the importance and influence of a married biological father for protecting 
both boys and girls from falling into such anti-social behavior.30 

 
e) Cohabiting Parents Spend Money Differently – Compared with married parents, 

cohabiting parents spend significantly less of their income on health care and education, 
but more on outside child-care, and substantially more on alcohol and tobacco for 
themselves.31 

 
f) Cohabiting Families Resemble Single-Parent Families – Curiously, in terms of well-

being outcomes for children and their parents, cohabiting families more closely resemble 
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single-parent homes. And single-parents who move in with a cohabiting partner are more 
likely to actually decrease adolescent well-being, rather than improve it.32  

 
This strongly indicates that it is not the number of parents in a home, the love they share 
and provide, but the nature of the relationship between them. In fact, the ambiguity of 
cohabiting relationships makes them less helpful and beneficial than a single-parent 
home. Marriage, with its stronger commitment and cohesion, makes a dramatic and 
measurable difference in every important measure of well-being when contrasted with 
these weaker and less defined cohabiting-parent households.33 And this finding is 
consistent among many studies. 

 
7) Which Types of Cohabiting Situations are Most Harmful? – As noted above, serial 
cohabitation increases one’s likelihood of relational difficulty and later divorce, even higher than 
the very high levels of those who cohabit only once. 
 
But as this body of research on cohabitation matures and grows, recent research is finding one 
form of cohabitation that does not produce the full array of negative results and a greater future of 
divorce. It is important to understand what sets this form apart from others. 
 
As we have seen, couples who cohabit before their engagement “show the highest risk for 
relationship distress before marriage and that this risk is not likely to diminish after marriage.”34 
But what about couples who cohabit between formal engagement and the wedding? Studies are 
finding that while this type of cohabitation is associated with poorer relationship interactions than 
refraining from cohabitation altogether, it is not near as harmful - both in terms of personal and 
relational well-being - as pre-engagement and serial cohabitation.35 
 
There is a reasonable explanation.  
 
In most forms of cohabitation, there is no specific or stated commitment or promise. Engagement 
however, is a promise or at least an agreed upon intention that is not only well-known to the 
couple, but to the larger circle of family and friends. The ring is merely a symbol, but like the 
marriage license, it represents something that sets this couple apart from others. The couple is 
“living in sin” as the saying goes, but relationally the dynamics of their relationship are different 
than cohabitors with no intention or only a possibility of marrying. A man and woman with a 
wedding date set, invitations and a dress ordered and the wedding hall reserved – not to mention 
two mothers-in-law expecting the big day -- are going to behave more like a married people, in 
terms of commitment and selflessness, when compared with other cohabitors. But at the same 
time, they don’t completely resemble the dynamics of married folks because the big promise and 
commitment has still not been made. This aligns with the earlier finding that it is commitment and 
the lack of it that makes most cohabiting relationships problematic. 
 
Conclusions 
Examined together, the growing and impressive body of research on unmarried cohabitation in 
various nations indicates that what sets cohabitation drastically apart from marriage in terms of 
relational health and individual well-being and thriving is what has been obvious to our 
grandmothers. When a serious commitment of one’s self is given before God and others, the 
relationships built upon this public and intentional commitment are qualitatively different, and 
superior outcome-wise, than the domestic and sexual relationships without this foundation. 
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Commitment matters, and the more public and cemented that promise is between men and 
women, their families and friends; the better for the relationship, the husband and wife and their 
children.   
 
Why Young People Cohabit 
But we must understand why young couples are increasingly entering cohabiting relationships. It 
is not so much out of an “anti-marriage” sentiment. It is rather from a deep desire for a happy, 
successful marriage that they feel cannot be realized because young people increasingly: 
 

1) are petrified they will fail at marriage as their parents did and face the pain of divorce 
all over again 
2) have a difficult time finding a spouse they believe to be “marriage material”  

 
Some of the world’s leading researchers on the attitudes and intentions of cohabitors explains 
that many young people are cohabiting, not because they intentionally decided to do so out some 
strongly held conviction, but because they merely slide into something that just seems to happen, 
a phenomenon they call “sliding vs. deciding.”36 
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