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ABSTRACT

Susan L. Brown, Ph.D., Advisor

The union outcomes of cohabitors vary by race with Whites more likely to marry and

Blacks more likely to remain cohabiting.  Prior research shows that socioeconomic

factors and measures of fertility lower the magnitude of the race effect on union

outcomes but do not fully explain it. The current study extends this line of inquiry by

incorporating relationship features.  Using couple-level data from the first two waves of

the National Survey of Families and Households, I analyze Black and White cohabiting

couples at the first wave for whom a follow-up was completed at the second wave (N =

333) to determine whether socioeconomic and fertility measures and relationship features

account for the race differences in union outcomes using event history analysis.

Cohabiting Black couples are about 20 percent less likely than cohabiting White couples

to move into marriage.  Black couples are more likely to remain cohabiting. There is no

race effect for the likelihood of separation. Socioeconomic and fertility measures reduce

but do not eliminate the race difference in the likelihood of marriage. The inclusion of

relationship features (i.e., relationship quality and perceived costs and benefits) does not

eliminate the race difference. Plans to marry and couple happiness both increase the odds

of marrying versus remaining cohabiting.  In contrast, relationship instability and higher

levels of perceived costs of marriage lower the odds of marriage.
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Race Differences in Union Transitions among Cohabitors: The Role of Relationship
Quality

INTRODUCTION

There has been a large increase in the number of cohabiting couples over the last

few decades. Today, there are over 5 million cohabiting couples in the United States,

which is over 9 times the number of couples cohabiting in 1970 (U.S. Bureau of the

Census, 2005). Cohabitation has contributed to the delay in marriage in the U.S., more so

for Blacks than Whites (Manning & Smock, 1995; Raley, 1996).

Blacks and Whites often behave differently in terms of their union formation.

Among those who are in unions, Blacks are more likely than Whites to cohabit whereas

Whites are more likely to marry (Raley, 1996). Despite prior research on race differences

in cohabitors’ union transitions (e.g., Brown, 2000; Manning & Smock, 1995), the

question remains why cohabiting couples marry at different rates by race. It would seem

logical that couples who are already living together in a committed relationship would be

the most likely to move into marriage. Furthermore, since Blacks are more likely to

cohabit than Whites, it would make sense that they would move into marriage in at least a

similar pace as Whites.  That has not been the case as research has shown that Black

cohabitors are less likely to marry than White cohabitors (Manning and Smock, 1995). I

argue that the meaning attributed to cohabitation varies by race and that these different

meanings can help us understand race variations in cohabitors’ union outcomes.

There has been a strong focus on and concern about marriage among political

leaders and policymakers. Since the modal path of entry into marriage is cohabitation,

cohabitors are driving the changing state of marriage. Therefore it is important to
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understand what cohabitation means to them and if it means the same thing to Blacks and

Whites.  To date, no study has focused on the role of relationship quality and union

outcome expectations and their effect on the racial differences in union transitions among

cohabitors, which is the gap that this study hopes to fill. While Manning and Smock’s

(1995) study on race differences in union transitions among cohabitors is informative,

they used retrospective data and thus were limited in the variables they could analyze.

Other studies (Brown, 2000; DeMaris, 2001; Sanchez, Manning, & Smock, 1998; Smock

& Manning, 1997) that do use prospective data on union transitions among cohabitors do

not focus on racial differences. Prospective couple-level data from Wave 1 and Wave 2

of the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH1 and NSFH2, respectively)

are used to conduct the analyses.
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BACKGROUND

Blacks are less likely to marry than Whites, on average, and the proportion of

Black women who never marry has increased substantially across all cohorts while it has

only increased modestly across cohorts of White women (Bennett, Bloom, & Craig,

1989; Lichter et. al., 2003).  In fact, there has been a divergence between Blacks and

Whites in terms of marriage rates in the last few decades (e.g., Bennett, Bloom, & Craig,

1989; Cherlin, 1992; Espenshade, 1985; Lichter, LeClere, & McLaughlin, 1991; Lichter

et al., 1992; Mare & Winship, 1991; South & Lloyd, 1992), with Whites much more

likely to move into marriage than Blacks and Blacks much more likely to remain

cohabiting than Whites.  The paths that Blacks’ and Whites’ relationships take are

looking much more different from each other than they used to.  Where the paths used to

run parallel to each other, they now seem to be moving further away from each other.

This divergence may result from race differences in the meaning of cohabitation.

A growing body of work suggests that cohabitation serves as a prelude to marriage

primarily among Whites, whereas among Blacks it is often a long-term substitute for

marriage (Bennett, Bloom, & Craig, 1989; Lichter et. al., 2003; Raley, 1996). This topic

will be revisited below but first I will review the relevant literature on race variations in

cohabitors’ union transitions as well as factors that may contribute to those variations.

Race Variation in Cohabitors’ Union Transitions

Manning and Smock (1995) use retrospective data on cohabiting unions formed

between 1970 and 1984 from Wave 1 of the National Survey of Families and Households

(NSFH1) to examine differences in the transition to marriage among Black and White

cohabitors. White cohabitors are more likely to not only get married but to move into
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marriage sooner than Black cohabitors.  In fact, they show that White cohabitors are

129% more likely to marry than their Black counterparts, net of sociodemographic

characteristics.  Only one-third of Black cohabiting couples, compared to two-thirds of

White cohabiting couples, marry their partners within four years of the start of their

union.  Life table estimates show that 60% of Whites versus 40% of Blacks exit

cohabitation through marriage.  These results lead the authors to conclude that marriage

is a more likely means of exiting cohabitation for Whites than for Blacks.  This

conclusion is consistent with the notion that cohabitation more often serves as a prelude

to marriage among Whites than Blacks.

Brown’s (2000) study of union transitions among cohabitors suggests that Blacks

and Whites have similar expectations about their relationship outcomes but Black

cohabitors are less likely to realize them.  Roughly 75% of Black and White cohabitors

alike report plans to marry their partner.  Yet, of those reporting marriage plans, 60% of

Whites marry versus just 20% of Blacks by the follow-up interview five to seven years

later.  Notably, Black cohabitors who report plans to marry are most likely to remain

cohabiting, suggesting that cohabitation is more of a long-term arrangement for Blacks

than it is for Whites. Other research has found that Black women are less likely than

White women to transition into marriage from cohabitation even though they are more

likely than White women to cohabit and report similar expectations of marrying their

partner (Bumpass et al., 1991; London, 1991; Manning & Smock, 1995; Schoen &

Owens, 1992).

While research consistently shows that socioeconomic factors (Bennett, Bloom,

and Craig, 1989; Bulcroft & Bulcroft, 1993; Koball, 1998; Manning & Smock, 1995;
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Smock, Manning, & Porter, 2005) as well as fertility behaviors (Loomis & Landale,

1994; Manning, 1993; Manning & Landale, 1996; Manning & Smock, 1995; Osborne,

2005; Rendall, 1999) are associated with cohabitors’ union transitions, they are not able

to fully explain the race difference in the likelihood of marriage among cohabitors.

Relationship dynamics, such as relationship quality and attitudes regarding the

relationship, are also important in the decision making process (Brown, 2000; Sanchez,

Manning, and Smock, 1998). Primarily following from the work of Brown (2000) and

Manning and Smock (1995), I plan to extend research by focusing on the role of

relationship quality dynamics for the union transitions of Black and White cohabiting

couples, net of socioeconomic and fertility factors. Below, I review the literature on

factors influencing union transitions among cohabitors.  Then, I describe the theoretical

framework that guides the present study.  Finally, I discuss my data, methods, and

analytic strategy, results and conclusions.

Socioeconomic Status

Socioeconomic status is the factor that intuitively appears to be best suited to

explain racial differences in union transitions among cohabitors as education, earnings,

and occupation have been tied to decisions to cohabit and marry. Among cohabitors,

men’s education, earnings, or occupation positively influence the transition into marriage

versus separation (Brown, 2000; Duvander, 1999; Oppenheimer, 2003; Smock and

Manning, 1997; Wu and Pollard, 2000; see Smock et al., 2005, for detailed table of this

research subject).

Men are more willing to marry someone who is “not good looking” than they are

to marry someone who is “unlikely to hold a job” which is evidence that men are no
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longer simply looking for someone to stay at home and manage the household and

children (South, 1991). As men’s economic earning potential is declining, they are more

likely than in the past to want to pool economic resources with their partner

(Oppenheimer, 1988; Oppenheimer et. al., 1995; Oppenheimer et. al., 1997;

Oppenheimer and Lew, 1995). As the culture of consumption prevails, in conjunction

with the changing economy, both men and women invest more time during young

adulthood to education and laying the foundation for a solid career before moving into

marriage (Cherlin, 2000).

Cherlin (2000) also argues that the rise in cohabitation and delay in marriage are

due in part to women’s increased bargaining power that has come from their higher

economic standing.  Cohabitation allows both men and women to observe their partner’s

home production methods as well as to evaluate their earning potential (Cherlin, 2000).

Peoples’ desire for a higher standard of living could be, at least in part, responsible for

the shift in the marriage bargain, since it would require two incomes to obtain it (Young

and Willmott, 1973).

Smock, Manning, & Porter (2005) find that among working and lower middle

class cohabitors, being financially stable is an important prerequisite for marriage, hence

their title, “Everything’s There Except Money.”  The respondents in their study

emphasize the importance of home ownership, getting out of debt, and being financially

stable as markers of being ready to move into marriage.  They also underscore the

significance of being able to pay for a church wedding and a reception. The fact that

being financially stable before getting married is an ideal that these respondents hold
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leads the authors to conclude that getting married is a status achievement or a capstone,

which is consistent with Cherlin (2004) and Bulcroft and Bulcroft (1993).

Although some suggest cohabitors are less traditional than married couples (e.g.,

DeMaris & MacDonald, 1993), nonetheless Smock et. al. (2005) find that their

respondents place great importance on the man’s ability to be the family provider. This

qualitative finding is consistent with the quantitative literature (Oppenheimer, 2003;

Smock and Manning, 1997; Xie et al., 2003) and supports Cherlin’s (2000) argument that

while it is desirable for a woman to be financially viable, it is still required for men.  This

ideal is culturally embedded.  Since women are making more money and men’s earnings

are declining, and this trend is particularly pronounced among Black men, it would make

sense that marriage rates among Blacks are also declining rapidly relative to Whites’

(Cherlin, 2000).

It follows from this literature on the importance of economics for union

transitions in general that it may explain racial differences as well. If Whites are more

economically advantaged than Blacks and it takes money to get married then Whites

should be more likely to move into marriage than Blacks. Furstenberg (1996) sums up

the relationship between race, cohabitation, marriage, and economics by saying that

marriage is a “luxury consumer item” for low-income Blacks while cohabitation is seen

as “the budget way” to begin a family. In actuality, however, among unmarrieds, poor

Black women and poor White women have the same probability of marriage, even after

controlling for differences in mate availability, economic independence, and family

culture and living arrangements; the race difference in marriage rates occurs among the

non-poor (McLaughlin & Lichter, 1997). Lichter, Graefe, and Brown (2003) find that
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cohabitation is a livelihood strategy employed by economically disadvantaged unwed

mothers and that low income women are less likely to be married than are other women.

Manning and Smock (1995) focus particularly on economic prospects,

socioeconomic background factors and childbearing to try to explain the racial difference

in transitions from cohabitation to marriage.  They find racial differences in the

importance of these factors on the decision to marry.  The effects of employment are

more important for White men than White women; however, there are no gender

differences in employment effects for Blacks. While Manning and Smock (1995) find

that the inclusion of economic prospects and family background among cohabitors

enhances the fit of their model, they do not mediate the effect of race on marriage.

Financial security may increase the likelihood of marriage whereas the absence of such

security can hinder it. Not getting married is a survival strategy used by low income

Black mothers whose partner would simply be another mouth to feed (Edin, Kefalas, &

Reed, 2004). This area of literature shows that economic factors influence the decision to

marry, however, economic factors alone do not explain the race difference in the

propensity to marry.

Fertility

Cohabiting unions have become more complex in conjunction with the greater

acceptance of childbearing outside of marriage (Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Cherlin, 2004).

Recent estimates show that 40% of nonmarital births occur within cohabiting unions

(Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Cherlin, 2004; Lichter et. al., 2003; Osborne, 2005).  Researchers

have tried to explain the effect those births have on union transitions among cohabitors.

Using the first wave (1987-1988) of the National Survey of Families and Households,
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Manning (1993) finds that the proportion of pregnant, unmarried women who marry

before the birth of their child declined from 44% in 1970-1974 to 31% in 1980-1984.

More specifically, 48% of cohabiting women married before the birth of their

premaritally conceived child, whereas 38% of their noncohabiting single counterparts

married (Manning, 1993). Conceiving a child within a cohabiting union accelerates

Whites into marriage but it does not affect the union transitions of Blacks (Loomis &

Landale, 1994; Manning, 1993, 2004; Manning & Landale, 1996; Manning & Smock,

1995; Osborne, 2005; Rendall, 1999).  In fact, 63% of cohabiting White women and 9%

of cohabiting Black women married before the birth of their child (Manning, 1993; also

see Manning & Landale, 1996).  In contrast, the birth of a child into cohabitation does not

affect the likelihood of marriage for couples of either race (Manning, 2004).  While the

effect of a pregnancy on cohabitors’ union transitions varies by race by propelling Whites

into marriage and having no effect on the union transitions of Blacks, fertility variables

alone do not explain the race difference in union transitions (e.g., Manning & Smock,

1995).

Relationship Features

Apart from socioeconomic status and fertility, relationship features, such as

relationship quality and attitudes toward marriage and separation, are determinants of

cohabitors’ union outcomes.  These relationship features may aid our understanding of

race differences in cohabitors’ union outcomes because prior research has shown that

relationship quality and relationship expectations influence union transitions among

cohabitors (Brown, 2000).  Furthermore, relationship dynamics (Sanchez et al., 1998) and

attitudes toward marriage and separation (McGinnis, 2003) have also been shown to be
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important in the relationship outcomes of cohabitors. I argue that race differences in

union transitions may be a function of relationship features net of socioeconomic factors

due to the notion that the meaning of cohabitation differs by race. If the purpose of

cohabitation is different for Blacks and Whites, then I would argue that their relationships

will also look different in terms of relationship quality and attitudes toward marriage and

separation.

Relationship Quality

Relationship quality is an important aspect of any romantic relationship.

Especially in the individualistic marriages of today, relationship quality is a key factor in

what leads couples to marry and divorce or separate (Cherlin, 2004).  It follows, then,

that relationship quality and expectations would be important aspects to consider in

studying union transitions (Brown, 2000).

Brown and Booth (1996) were among the first to directly compare the relationship

quality of cohabitors and marrieds.  They found that cohabitors in general have lower

relationship quality than marrieds after controlling for duration of relationship and

demographic characteristics of the respondent. Nock (1995) found similar results.

Cohabiting couples’ marriage plans account for the difference in relationship quality

between cohabiting and married couples (Brown & Booth). In other words, cohabitors

with plans to marry are not significantly different from marrieds with regard to

relationship happiness and their relationship quality is affected by potential sources of

stress in much the same way as marrieds (Brown & Booth).  Brown and Booth also found

that cohabitors with plans to marry actually report greater levels of interaction with their
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partner than do marrieds. In addition, among cohabitors who had plans to marry,

relationship duration was negatively related to relationship happiness (Brown & Booth).

Brown (2003) finds that among cohabitors in general, cohabitations that are not

transformed into marriages within a few years are characterized by high levels of

instability and notably low levels of relationship happiness and interaction. Duration of

relationship is negatively associated with relationship quality in both marriage and

cohabitation; however, its effect is much stronger for cohabitors (Brown, 2003).

Furthermore, the effect of plans to marry interacts with duration.  For cohabitors with

plans to marry, duration is positively associated with poorer relationship quality as well

as increased instability. For cohabitors without plans to marry, duration does not

significantly affect relationship quality (Brown, 2003). In addition, Brown (2004) finds

that cohabitors who marry tend to have better relationship quality than those who remain

cohabiting.  Under the assumption that cohabiting unions are short-lived and simply a

transitory stage in the relationship process, these conclusions regarding the duration of

the relationship make sense.  However, viewing the purpose of cohabitation as a step in

the courtship process leading to marriage is more applicable to Whites than Blacks

(Casper & Bianchi, 2002).  If the purpose of cohabitation for Blacks is an alternative to

marriage or singlehood (Casper & Bianchi), the duration of the relationship would

probably not have a significant effect on relationship quality.

Relationship assessments and expectations have also been shown to be significant

predictors of union transitions among cohabitors (Brown, 2000; Manning and Smock,

2002).  Using couple-level data from cohabitors at NSFH1 to examine the effects of

relationship assessments and expectations on union transitions by NSFH2, Brown finds
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that positive relationship assessments dissuade separation although they do not accelerate

the transition into marriage.  She also finds that there are gender differences in the effects

of negative relationship assessments such that women’s negative assessments increase the

odds of separation whereas men’s negative assessments decrease the odds of marriage.

In addition, cohabitors’ relationship expectations are indicative of relationship outcomes.

The odds of marriage are low and the odds of separation are high for couples in which

both partners report an even to high chance of dissolution.  Plans to marry are positively

associated with entry into marriage; however, the effect is much greater for Whites than

for Blacks.

Perceived Costs and Benefits

Perceived costs and benefits of marriage have been shown to influence the

decision to marry among cohabitors (McGinnis, 2003).  The purpose for cohabiting also

affects attitudes and behaviors in that, for example, if a couple is cohabiting as a

precursor to marriage, they are most likely going to have attitudes that reflect positively

on their partner and on the institution of marriage (Casper & Bianchi, 2002). In a study

comparing the transition into marriage by cohabitors and noncohabiting romantic daters

using Waves 1 and 2 of the NSFH, McGinnis (2003) evaluates the role of perceived costs

and benefits to marriage and marriage intentions and expectations.  She finds cohabitors

perceive fewer costs and fewer benefits to marriage than noncohabiting daters.  This

finding makes intuitive sense given that cohabitors are already partaking in some of the

benefits of marriage (e.g. sharing living expenses) and the costs (e.g. less individual

freedom). Surprisingly, cohabiting Blacks report significantly more benefits and

significantly fewer costs to marriage than non-Blacks yet Blacks have a much lower
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hazard rate of marriage than non-Blacks (McGinnis). McGinnis also finds that perceived

costs of marriage reduce both the respondents’ odds of reporting intentions to and

expectations of marriage.1  Cohabitors are both more likely to report intentions to and

expectations of marrying their current partner than are noncohabiting daters.

Additionally, while cohabitation is positively associated with marriage, the relationship

reverses and becomes non-significant when controls for perceived costs and benefits as

well as marriage intentions and expectations are introduced. McGinnis concludes that

the perceived costs of marrying, marriage intentions, and marriage expectations directly

predict marriage. Also, cohabitation status directly predicts perceived costs and both

directly and indirectly predicts intentions and expectations (McGinnis).2

Sanchez et al. (1998) evaluate cohabiting men’s and women’s gender role

attitudes on their union transitions using data from the National Survey of Families and

Households.  They find more support for a traditional, sex-specialized model of gender

role attitudes which positively influence marriage. Women’s time spent in housework

and men’s earnings are both positively related to marriage rather than separating or

continuing to cohabit.  Consistent with the view that women are submissive in their

relationships, women who feel that their household responsibilities are unfair to them do

not transfer those feelings into decisions that affect the transition of the union.

Brines and Joyner (1999) report the contrary, however.  Cohabitors who adopt

more traditional economic gender roles are more likely to break up (Brines & Joyner).

This finding is attributed to the assumption that cohabitors are more individualistic, have

1 McGinnis cites Ajzen and Fishbein’s (1980) reasoned action model in which intentions are the most proximate
determinates of behavior.  Expectations are not the same constructs as intentions but intentions imply an expectation.
2 McGinnis does test for selection effects in that those who plan to marry their partner or those who see fewer costs to
marriage may be more likely to cohabit, however she does not find support for this alternative hypothesis.  Reverse-
causation does not seem to explain the relationship between marriage intentions/expectations, perceived costs/benefits,
and cohabitation.
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less stability in their relationships, keep short-term goals in mind due to the unspecified

time horizon, and are less invested in the joint incentives, benefits, and goals of the

relationship (Brines & Joyner). Sanchez et al. do, however, also show some support for a

collaborative model in which men and women share breadwinning and household

responsibilities. The interaction between women’s time in paid labor and homemaking,

as well as men’s traditionalism are associated with lower odds of marriage and increased

odds of separation, which are more consistent with the findings of Brines and Joyner.

Sanchez et al. conclude that it may be better to come up with a framework that combines

the sex-specialized and collaborative models as it seems that couples are willing to have

an arrangement in which the man is more family oriented and involved at home even

though the woman is still the manager of the household.  While it seems that having a

more equitable relationship works best for cohabitors, frequently monitoring each

partners’ contributions is a tedious task that causes tension between the couple and

therefore hinders the commitment and growth of the relationship (Brines and Joyner).

The research reviewed here shows that there are race differences in attitudes

toward marriage and separation.  Attitudes toward marriage, separation, the division of

household labor, traditionalism, and egalitarianism may vary by race considering that the

purpose and meaning of cohabitation are different for Blacks and Whites.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

When cohabitation first entered the public’s conscience in the 1970s and then

gained popularity in the 1980s and 1990s, cohabitors and researchers alike considered it

to be a transitional stage in the courtship process leading to marriage (Amato, 2004;

Cherlin, 2004).  The increase in cohabitation in the United States has occurred in

conjunction with a change in the meaning of marriage from companionate to

individualistic (Cherlin, 2004).  That is, people tend to focus more on the personal

satisfaction they get from marriage and romantic relationships than the satisfaction they

previously derived from fulfilling their roles as spouse and parent (Amato, 2004; Cherlin,

2004).  It would make sense, then, to test out a partner through a cohabiting relationship

to make sure the union with that person would result in personal happiness and

satisfaction (Bumpass, Sweet, and Cherlin, 1991).

However, there is a weakening connection between cohabitation and marriage

(Bumpass, 1990; Cherlin, 2004).  In the 1970s, 60% of cohabiting unions resulted in

marriage within three years (Smock & Gupta, 2002).  By the 1990s, that percentage

dropped to about 33% (Smock & Gupta).  This trend suggests that either many cohabiting

unions are not “trial marriages” but are actually replacing marriage or that a greater

number of these “trial marriages” are failing (Bumpass; Cherlin). Furthermore, major life

course events that were closely associated with marriage, such as childbearing,

homeownership and sexual relations, have become to some extent disassociated with

marriage as they are also likely to take place within cohabiting relationships (Bumpass,

1990).
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In their study of partner choice in marriages and cohabitations, Schoen and

Weinick (1993) conclude, “Many people might be willing to live with someone they

would not marry…we would argue that while cohabitors anticipate time together, married

persons anticipate a lifetime.  A different kind of relationship calls for a different kind of

partner” (p. 413).  More recent research (e.g. Manning and Smock, 2002; Oppenheimer,

1994; Oppenheimer & Lew, 1995; Smock & Manning, 1997) shows that men’s economic

characteristics are more central to the decision to marry than are women’s.  Within

cohabiting unions, this is no exception (see Smock et al., 2005).  This research supports

Schoen and Weinick’s (1993) conclusions given that the cohabiting couples are willing to

live with their partner, even though his economic standing is not considered “good”

enough for them to marry.

Rindfuss and VandenHeuvel (1990) argue that cohabitation should be compared

to singlehood or viewed as an alternative to singlehood rather than being compared to

marriage or viewed as an alternative to marriage.  Their findings do show some support

that White cohabitors look more like never-married singles than marrieds in terms of

“big” commitments, such as homeownership and children; however, White cohabitors’

education and employment statuses resemble both marrieds and singles.  This

discrepancy, even within one racial category, is evidence that cohabitation is more

complex than simply being categorized as an alternative to either marriage or singlehood.

As Casper and Sayer (2000) point out with their four types of cohabitation, cohabitation

varies depending on the people involved and the purpose for it.

Race is one such complicating factor in studying the meaning of cohabitation and

the implications for union outcomes. For Whites, cohabitation is often a short-term
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stepping stone in the courtship process likely to eventuate in marriage (Brown, 2005;

Manning & Smock, 1995).  For Blacks, however, cohabitation is typically a long-term

alternative to marriage (Brown, 2005; Manning & Smock, 1995). There is also a

competing hypothesis regarding Black cohabitors in that cohabitation is an alternative to

singlehood due to the lack of “marriageable” partners in conjunction with the personal

need for intimacy and the economic need for shared costs of living (Lichter et al., 1992).

It would follow that union transitions would vary by race, with Whites more likely to

marry and Blacks more likely to remain cohabiting and these are the trends that

researchers have shown in the literature over the last few decades (e.g., Manning &

Smock, 1995; Raley, 1996).

Blacks and Whites may view their own and their partners’ characteristics

differently in deciding whether to cohabit or marry.  It has been demonstrated that Blacks

and Whites have different prerequisites for marriage (Bulcroft & Bulcroft, 1993; South,

1991, 1993), although both groups seemingly place the same emphasis on men’s

socioeconomic characteristics when evaluating their intentions to marry (Manning &

Smock, 2002).  To the extent that Black men are disproportionately disadvantaged,

Manning and Smock (2002) suggest that cohabitation may be more of a long-term

situation for Blacks than it would be for other racial groups in which men are, on average,

more economically advantaged.
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THE CURRENT STUDY

Cohabitation is becoming the relationship setting of choice for Blacks, as

evidenced by the higher proportion of Black cohabitations to White cohabitations as well

as by Black cohabitors’ lower propensity to marry (Raley, 1996).  The question that has

not been successfully answered in the literature is why?  It is likely that the meaning of

cohabitation is different for Blacks than it is for Whites (Manning & Smock, 1995; Raley,

1996).  Whereas for Whites, cohabitation is a stepping stone on the road to marriage,

cohabitation is an alternative to marriage for Blacks (Manning & Smock, 1995; Raley,

1996). The meaning of marriage, as well as the meaning of cohabitation, are both

important in the discussion of the racial difference in the likelihood of marriage.  It may

be the case that Blacks and Whites are more or less likely to fall into one of Casper and

Sayer’s (2000) categories of the meaning of cohabitation which in turn shapes their union

transitions.  Similarly, the racial difference could arise, not because of a difference in the

meaning of marriage, but in a difference in the prerequisites for marriage (Bulcroft &

Bulcroft, 1993).  For example, low income cohabitors put marriage on a pedestal in that

they would not get married until they felt they were financially stable enough to have a

nice wedding, pay all their bills on time every month, and perhaps buy a house (Smock et

al., 2005). It is also possible that because of the lack of marriageable Black men, Black

women would rather live with a boyfriend that is not someone she would marry as an

alternative to singlehood.  The quality of these cohabiting relationships may be lower

than that of cohabiting Whites.  As Brown (2000) has shown, relationship quality is an

important predictor of transitions into marriage or separation. The main question that I
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would like to address is why the likelihood of marriage differs for Black and White

couples who are already in established, cohabiting relationships.

The literature that has been presented here on the impact of socioeconomic

variables on the decision to marry has shown that they are important factors that do

explain some of the variance in racial differences in union transitions, although not all.

In the current study, socioeconomic variables are included; however, they are not the

focus.

Fertility is another factor that has been studied in the literature on racial

differences in union transitions among cohabitors. Fertility includes both pregnancies

and births. Much of the prior research on fertility and union transitions focuses on

conception (Loomis & Landale, 1994; Manning, 1993, 2004; Manning & Landale, 1996;

Manning & Smock, 1995; Osborne, 2005; Rendall, 1999); however, I will use measures

of both becoming pregnant and giving birth in my analyses. Much like socioeconomic

variables, fertility contributes to the fit of the model in the prior studies, however, cannot

fully explain the racial difference in cohabitors’ union transitions.

Relationship dynamics are the main focus of the current study.  Brown (2000)

found that relationship quality is a key predictor of union transitions among cohabitors.

Although race was considered in her models, it was not the focus of her study.

Interestingly, Brown found a considerably large discrepancy in the transition to marriage

between Black and White cohabitors who reported plans to marry their partner.

Costs and benefits of marriage and separation are also variables of interest.

Perceived costs and benefits toward marriage and separation may vary by race.  Again,

the meaning of cohabitation comes into play here.  For Whites, viewing cohabitation as a
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stepping stone to marriage will most likely lead them to perceive fewer costs and more

benefits of marriage.  If they are not happy in their relationship, however, they will be

more likely to view separation as an option.  For Blacks on the other hand, viewing

cohabitation as an alternative to marriage may mean that they have a negative view of

marriage and of separation.

Given these considerations about the meaning of cohabitation as well the findings

from prior research, I would expect the union transitions of Blacks and Whites to vary.

Specifically, I propose to test four main hypotheses of interest to the current study:

1. Black cohabitors are more likely to remain cohabiting whereas White cohabitors

are more likely to marry.

2. Socioeconomic factors and fertility measures each reduce the magnitude of the

race difference in cohabitors’ union transitions but do not completely reduce the

race effect to non-significance.

3. Relationship quality and cost/benefit measures each reduce the magnitude of the

race difference in cohabitors’ union transitions but do not completely reduce the

race effect to non-significance.

4. Including relationship features (i.e., relationship quality and cost/benefit

measures) in the model, controlling for all other variables, eliminates the

significance of race on cohabitors’ union transitions.
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METHOD

To conduct my analyses, couple-level data from Wave I and Wave II of the

National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH1 and NSFH2, respectively) is

employed.  Wave I of the NSFH was collected in 1987-88 and included a nationally

representative probability sample of 13,007 respondents aged 19 and older.  A randomly

selected main respondent was selected from each household with which a face-to-face

interview was conducted.  The main respondent was also given a self-administered

questionnaire to complete.  If the main respondent was married or living with a romantic

partner, their partner or spouse was given a shorter self-administered questionnaire

(Sweet, Bumpass, & Call, 1988).

The NSFH is arguably the richest data set with which to test the proposed

hypotheses.  It has more measures of relationship quality for cohabitors than any other

survey.  In addition, the NSFH includes data from both partners.  Couple-level data is

important to the current study.  Without information from both partners, we would not

have as clear a picture of the relationship dynamics that may be influencing the decision

to transition out of cohabitation through separation or marriage.

The focus of this study is union transitions among Black and White cohabiting

couples, and thus I limit the sample to Black and White cohabitors at NSFH1 (n = 456).

In order to be included in the sample, surveys from both the main respondent and their

cohabiting partner have to be completed.  Interracial couples (n = 12) are not considered

here.  The final sample for analysis (n=333) includes 294 White cohabiting couples and

39 Black cohabiting couples.
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On average, missing data accounted for about three percent of each measure.

Unless otherwise specified, modal replacement is used to handle missing data.
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MEASURES

Dependent Variable: Relationship Outcome

The purpose of this study is to explain racial differences in cohabitors’ union

transitions.  Using event history analysis, there are three relationship outcomes a couple

could reach which end the hazard time: the date the couple gets married, the date the

couple separates, or the NSFH2 interview date if the couple is still cohabiting.  The

NSFH2 survey asks the main respondent and their cohabiting partner from NSFH1 their

current relationship status and if they are still with the same partner they were with at

NSFH1.  If they report that they got married to that partner since NSFH1, they are asked

the date of the marriage.  Similarly, if they report that they separated from that partner

since NSFH1, they are asked the date they separated.  Thus, the final dependent variable

includes three categories; 1 = separate (n = 114), 2 = marry (n = 155), 3 = remain

cohabiting (n = 64).

Independent Variables

Focus Variable: Race

Black and White couples are of interest to this study; therefore all respondents

who consider themselves to be in a racial category other than Black or White were not

considered here.  As mentioned above, interracial couples were not considered3.  The

racial category of the main respondent has to match the racial category of their partner to

be included.  A dummy variable has been created so that 1 = Black couple and 0 = White

couple.  The final sample includes 294 White cohabiting couples and 39 Black cohabiting

couples.

3 Analyses were conducted which include interracial couples in the Non-White category and can be found
in Appendix A, however, they did not differ substantially from the results shown in Table 3.
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Socioeconomic Variables:

There are six socioeconomic variables that are of importance to this study.

The first is education.  Both the primary and secondary respondent’s education were

measured in years completed (range 0-17 with 17 being any post graduate work). The

gender variable was then used to determine the man’s education and the woman’s

education.

The first time-varying variable indicates if/when the respondent received a GED

and/or other degree, such as an Associates, Bachelors or vocational degree.  Each month

is marked with a 0 unless the respondent received a GED or other degree, in which case

that month is marked with a 1.

I use the constructed variable measures of income, which includes the man’s and

the woman’s total income, excluding income from interest, dividends, and other

investments.  This measure includes other income for each person such as disability

assistance, social security, and public assistance, which are contributed to the household

but are not necessarily from earnings. Mean replacement is used to substitute for any

missing data in the original variables.  Using the variable for gender, men’s income

(mean = 21,712.08) and women’s income (mean = 14,946.08) are determined. The two

separate incomes are added together to get the total couple income (mean = 36,658.15).4

There is also a dummy variable for whether or not either partner is on welfare; 1 = on

welfare (n = 40), 0 = not on welfare (n = 293).

For each main respondent, there is a variable that tracks his/her employment status

from the NSFH1 date until the date the couple is censored.  For every month the

4 This may or may not be the same as the total household income, particularly if there are other adults or
adult children living in the household who are contributing, nonetheless I may use the term “household
income” loosely here.
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respondent is employed (either full- or part-time), that month is marked with a 1.  For

every month they are unemployed, the month is marked with a 0.  Unfortunately, there is

no such specific variable for the partner; too many assumptions would have to be made

using the measures available, therefore, I chose not to include them.

Fertility Measures

There are three dummy variables that were created to indicate if there are children

in the household and to whom they are biologically related to at NSFH1.  All categories

are in reference to the main respondent.  The first dummy variable indicates that there are

only biological children in the household.  The second indicates that there are step-

children in the household.  Finally, there is a dummy variable which indicates that there

are no children in the household.  This final dummy is the omitted variable in the

analyses. Also, there are two time-varying variables indicating if/when the woman was

pregnant, assuming an eight month pregnancy before the birth, and if/when there was a

new child, from the month of birth on, in between NSFH1 and NSFH2.

Relationship Features:

Relationship Quality Measures

The first relationship quality measure asks each respondent about their previous

cohabiting and marital relationships.  A dummy variable was created to indicate that 1 =

either partner had a previous cohabiting or marital relationship (n = 254) or 0 = neither

partner had a previous cohabiting or marital relationship (n = 79).

Each partner is asked if they have definite plans to marry their partner and if they

think they would eventually marry their partner.  These are both dummy variables with 1

= yes and 0 = no.  If a respondent reports that they have either definite or tentative plans
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to marry their partner, they are considered to have marriage plans.  If both partners say

they have marriage plans, the couple is considered to have plans to marry. If only one

partner reports plans to marry or neither report plans, the couple is considered as not

having marriage plans. One hundred and ninety four couples have plans to marry each

other at the NSFH1 interview and 139 couples do not have plans to marry.

Both the main respondent and his/her partner are asked “Taking all things

together, how would you describe your relationship?”  Responses range from 1 = very

unhappy to 7 = very happy.  Using the gender variable, a men’s happiness score and a

women’s happiness score are created. The average of the man’s and woman’s scores is

taken to get average couple happiness. The average is used here so that both partners’

happiness is taken into account. While Brown (2000) found that there are differences

between men and women in how perceived relationship quality impacts union transitions,

only the couple happiness score is utilized in the current study as the focus is not on

gendered effects of relationship quality.  It might be beneficial to add that dimension in

future research.

Each respondent was asked “During the past month, how often did you and your

partner spend time alone with each other, talking or sharing an activity?”  Responses

ranged from 0 = never to 5 = almost everyday.  The mean of the partners’ responses is

used to get a couple quality time indicator, with a lower score indicating little quality time

together and higher scores indicating a lot of quality time together.

Both partners were asked to report the number of times they had sex with their

partner in the past month. Following DeMaris’ (2001) coding strategy, responses greater

than 31 are recoded to 31. The scores are then averaged together to get couple sexual
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frequency, indicating that lower scores mean lower frequency of sex and higher scores

mean higher frequency of sex.

Respondents were asked to report how fair they think their relationship is in four

different areas: household chores, working for pay, spending money, and child care.

Possible responses range from 1 = very unfair to him/her to 5 = very unfair to me with 3

= fair to both so it is a measure of personal under-benefit. While this set of responses

lends itself to misreporting, considering that there is no way to respond unfair to both and

it is a confusing scale (if it’s very unfair to me does that mean it’s fair to my partner?), it

is nonetheless the only measure of fairness in the survey and therefore utilized in the

current study.  The results in reference to this variable, however, should be interpreted

with caution. To allow inclusion of couples without children, the mean of each partners’

responses are multiplied by four and then summed (DeMaris, 2001). Men’s and women’s

under-benefit are derived, with higher scores indicating under-benefit.

Each respondent was asked a series of questions regarding how often they have

verbal disagreements with their partner over a range of areas: household tasks, money,

spending time together, sex, having (a)nother child, in-laws, and parenting.  Possible

responses range from 0 = never to 5 = almost everyday. DeMaris’ (2001) coding strategy

was followed. To create scales that would allow for couples without children to be

included, the mean of each partner’s responses were multiplied by seven and then

summed.  The partners’ sums are then averaged to get couple verbal disagreement, in

which higher scores indicate high levels of verbal disagreement and low scores indicate

low levels of disagreement.
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The presence of violence in cohabiting relationships influences the transitions out

of those unions (DeMaris, 2001). Respondents were asked if any verbal disagreement

had become physical in the last year.  This was a dichotomous variable in which 1 = yes

and 0 = no.  While there are two different coding strategies that could be used here, one

in which both partners have to say there was physical violence and the other in which

only one partner has to say there was violence, I have chosen to use the second method.

Just because one partner said there was violence and the other did not does not mean the

violence did not occur.  I think it is possible to argue that since there is disagreement,

there could be denial on the part of one or the other partner.  From a more scientific

standpoint, however, the less conservative measure more closely resembles the 16%

annual rate of violence found by Straus & Gelles (1986), which utilized the National

Survey of Family Violence (a more extensive survey of violence than is the NSFH1).  It

is for that reason that I have chosen to use the measure in which only one partner needs to

report violence to be considered as having violence occur in the past year.  This strategy

yields 44 couples who report violence in the last year and 289 couples who do not.

The final measure of relationship quality is based on the question “during the past

year, have you ever thought your relationship might be in trouble?”  Each partner

responds either 1 for yes or 0 for no.  I then created a variable in which, if either partner

responded yes, they received a 1, which indicates an unstable relationship.  If both

partners responded no, they received a 0, which indicates a stable relationship.

Costs/Benefits Measures
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The cost/benefit measures are the respondents’ perceived costs and benefits to

marriage and costs and benefits to separation.5 The main respondent was asked how they

think their life might be different in a range of areas if they were married now.  The

responses range from 1 = much worse to 5 = much better, with 3 = same in the middle.

The nine areas are: standard of living, economic security, overall happiness, freedom to

do what you want, economic independence, sex life, friendships with others, relations

with parents, and emotional security. Following McGinnis’ (2003) coding strategy, two

dichotomous variables are created to indicate (1) a cost or (0) no cost and (1) a benefit or

(0) no benefit.  To create the cost of marriage measure, a response of a 1 or 2 on the

original variable are coded as a cost and the other responses are coded as no cost.  To

create the benefit of marriage measure, responses of 4 or 5 indicate a benefit and the other

responses indicate no benefit.  Each cost and benefit indicator is summed to create a

single cost of marriage variable (number of costs) and a single benefit of marriage

variable (number of benefits).

The next series of questions ask “even though it may be very unlikely, think for a

moment about how various areas of your life might be different if you separated.  For

each of the following areas, how do you think things would change?  1 = much worse, 3

= same, 5 = much better.”  The six areas include: your standard of living, your social life,

your career opportunities, your overall happiness, your sex life, and being a parent.  The

coding strategy used here is the same as with the costs and benefits of marriage measure

above (McGinnis, 2003).  A response of 1 or 2 would indicate a cost of separation and all

other responses would be considered not a cost of separation.  A response of 4 or 5

5 For respondents who did not respond to one or two of the cost-benefit areas, it is assumed that either that
area did not apply to them or that they did not have strong feelings about that area, therefore, they are
assigned a neutral value of 3 = same (McGinnis, 2003).
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would indicate a benefit of separation and all other responses would be considered not a

benefit of separation.  The costs and benefits are then summed to create a single cost of

separation measure and a single benefit of separation measure.

Controls

Age at the Beginning of the Cohabiting Union

Each respondent was asked their date of birth.  They were also asked the date they

began cohabiting with their partner.  Each of these dates was converted to century-

months.  The date the cohabitation began is subtracted from the respondent’s date of birth

to get their age (in century-months) at the beginning of the union.  This figure is then

multiplied by 12 to get their age in years at the start of the union. By using the variable

for gender, the men’s mean age at the beginning of the union is 29.71 and the women’s

mean age at the beginning of the union is 26.89.  The overall average age is 28.3.

Duration of the Relationship

Although each couple is at risk for the event (either separation or marriage) from

their first month together (i.e., month 1), they had to survive until the NSFH1 date to be

included in my sample.  Therefore, time at risk is considered only from the NSFH1

interview date on. This is a left-truncated sample because the couples’ exposure to the

risk of separating or marrying is not observed from the beginning of their relationship but

from the NSFH1 interview date (Guo, 1993). The conditional likelihood approach is the

appropriate method of handling left-truncated data as a couples’ likelihood of the event is

conditional on their relationship duration at NSFH1 (Guo).  In order to further understand

the effects of relationship duration, I have created six time-varying dummy variables with

each of the following time intervals; 0 – 12 months, 13 – 24 months, 25 – 36 months, 37
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– 48 months, 49 – 60 months, and 61+ months (61+ months is the omitted dummy in the

analyses).  Cohabiting unions are usually short-lived, moving quickly into either marriage

or separation within five years (e.g., Bumpass, 1990); therefore, these categories reflect

the short-term nature of cohabitation.  These dummy variables take into account the

duration of the relationship before the NSFH1 interview.  For example, consider a couple

who has been together for 26 months at the NSFH1 interview and marries in month 40.

For the 0 – 12 months and 13 – 24 months dummies, they are given a 0, for the 25 – 36

months dummy they are given a 1 until they reach month 37.  At that time, the 25 – 36

months dummy is marked 0 and the 37 – 48 months dummy is marked 1 until month 40

when they are no longer observed.

Analytic Strategy

To conduct these analyses, I use multinomial logistic regression for the discrete-

time event history data using CATMOD in SAS. Event history analysis is the

appropriate method to employ in the current study as the outcome variable is a time-

dependent event.  In addition, event history analysis allows for the inclusion of time-

varying covariates, which are important to this study.

Using discrete-time event history analysis, the unit of analysis is now the person-

month rather than the individual case (i.e., the couple) being observed.  For each couple,

there is a line of data for each month they are observed until they are censored.  Time-

varying variables are like dummy variables.  The month is marked 1 if the event occurred

in that month and 0 if it did not.  For example, if the couple became pregnant in month 36

and gave birth in month 45, months 1-35 would be given a 0 for both the pregnancy and

new child variables, months 36-44 would be given a 1 for the pregnancy variable and 0
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for the new child variable, and month 45 until the month they are censored would be

given a 0 for the pregnancy variable and a 1 for the new child variable.

The outcome of the relationship is the dependent variable in all models.  The

dummy variable for race is entered in first, as it is the focus variable, along with the

control variables, which include the respondents’ ages at the beginning of the cohabiting

union, the duration of the relationship at NSFH1, and the dummy variables for the length

of their relationship. The race variable would need to be significant and negative in the

‘marry versus remain cohabiting’ panel of the first model to validate my first hypothesis.

The socioeconomic and fertility variables are entered in next.  The magnitude of the race

coefficient would need to be reduced but remain significant with the introduction of these

two sets of variables to validate my second hypothesis. In the third model, the

relationship quality measures are entered into the analysis without the SES and fertility

variables. Similarly, in the fourth model, the cost/benefit measures are entered with only

the focus and control variables. The last model is the full model that includes all the

variables simultaneously.  It is with the inclusion of the relationship features variables,

controlling for all other variables in the model that the race coefficient would need to

become non-significant to imply that relationship features explain the race difference in

union transitions, thus validating my final hypothesis.
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RESULTS

Sample Description

The means and standard deviations of the independent variables for both the total

sample and for each racial group can be found in Table 1. The means that are in bold are

statistically different (p<.05) between Blacks and Whites.

 Fifty percent of cohabiting White couples married after NSFH1 whereas only

about 18 percent of cohabiting Black couples married.  On the other hand, 38.5 percent of

Black couples remained cohabiting until NSFH2.  Only about 17 percent of White

couples were still cohabiting at NSFH2. This shows support for the argument that

cohabitation has different meanings for Black and White couples.  For Blacks,

cohabitation is often a long-term arrangement whereas it is typically a short-term

arrangement resulting in marriage (or separation) for Whites.  There is further support for

this argument with the duration dummy variables.  White cohabitors are more likely to be

in the early stages of their relationship.  In other words, White cohabitors are more likely

than Black cohabitors to have been together for one, two, or three years whereas Black

cohabitors are more likely than Whites to be together five years or more.

Black men and women have lower levels of education, earn less income, and are

more likely to be on welfare than Whites, on average.  Blacks in this sample were

enrolled in school less often between NSFH1 and NSFH2. Black couples are both more

likely to have children present in the household, to become pregnant and to have a child

within cohabitation after NSFH1 than are Whites.

Among the relationship quality measures, Blacks and Whites are fairly similar

with a few exceptions. White couples report spending more quality time together than do
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Mean Std Dev Mean Std Dev Mean Std Dev
Dependent Variable
    Separate 0.342 0.475 0.330 0.471 0.436 0.502
     Marry 0.465 0.500 0.503 0.501 0.179 0.389
     Remain Cohabiting 0.192 0.395 0.167 0.373 0.385 0.493
Independent Variables
    Black Couples (1=Black 0=White) 0.117 0.322 - - - -
Controls
    Male's Age at Beginning of Union* 29.707 8.741 29.710 8.785 28.513 8.505
    Female's Age at Beginning of Union* 26.891 8.184 26.968 8.263 26.314 7.637
    Months 0 - 12^ 0.069 0.253 0.077 0.267 0.029 0.168
    Months 13 - 24^ 0.120 0.325 0.127 0.333 0.083 0.276
    Months 25 - 36^ 0.132 0.339 0.137 0.344 0.108 0.310
    Months 37 - 48^ 0.132 0.339 0.135 0.341 0.120 0.325
    Months 49 - 60^ 0.111 0.314 0.108 0.310 0.124 0.330
    Months 61+^ 0.333 0.471 0.321 0.467 0.393 0.488
SES and Fertility Measures
    Male's Education* 12.793 2.467 12.956 2.324 11.564 3.127
    Female's Education* 12.751 2.242 12.929 2.112 11.410 2.721
    Couple's income* 36658.15 42719.12 38040.40 4461.17 26238.19 21741.62
    Either Partner on Welfare* (1=yes 0=no) 0.120 0.326 0.092 0.289 0.333 0.478
    School Enrollment History^ 0.074 0.262 0.081 0.272 0.044 0.204
    Higher Degree Obtaineda 0.048 0.214 0.044 0.206 0.077 0.270
    Employment History^ 0.458 0.498 0.457 0.498 0.464 0.499
    R's Biological Children in Household* 0.213 0.410 0.187 0.391 0.410 0.498
    R's Stepchildren in Household* 0.144 0.352 0.136 0.343 0.205 0.409
    No Children in Household* 0.643 0.480 0.677 0.468 0.385 0.493
    Pregnancy^ 0.022 0.148 0.020 0.141 0.032 0.177
    New Child Presenta 0.078 0.267 0.059 0.234 0.231 0.427
Relationship Quality Measures
    Either Partner had Previous Relationship* 0.763 0.426 0.769 0.422 0.718 0.456
    Have Plans to Marry* 0.583 0.494 0.582 0.494 0.590 0.498
    Couple Happiness* 6.024 0.997 6.039 1.003 5.910 0.952
    Couple Quality Time* 4.175 0.975 4.230 0.938 3.760 1.147
    Couple Sexual Frequency* 11.784 7.491 11.993 7.557 10.205 6.858
    Male's Perceived Underbenefit* 11.756 1.590 11.706 1.554 12.138 1.815
    Female's Perceived Underbenefit* 12.480 1.688 12.419 1.676 12.936 1.729
    Couple Verbal Disagreement* 6.119 4.280 5.869 3.909 8.002 6.177
    Presence of Physical Violence* 0.132 0.339 0.122 0.328 0.205 0.409
    Relationship Instability (1=unstable 0=stable)* 0.748 0.435 0.755 0.431 0.692 0.468
Cost/Benefit Measures
    R's Perceived Costs of Marriage* 0.799 1.573 0.738 1.427 1.256 2.381
    R's Perceived Benefits of Marriage* 1.505 1.971 1.469 1.953 1.769 2.108
    R's Perceived Costs of Separation* 1.979 1.432 2.061 1.381 1.359 1.662
    R's Perceived Benefits of Separation* 0.742 1.232 0.680 1.121 1.205 1.824

* Variable measured at NSFH1

Table 1: Means and Standard  Deviations of Independent Variables for the Combined Sample and By Race
Total (n = 333) Whites (n = 294)

a Time-Varying Variable between NSFH1 & date censored; recoded to get mean, proportion of sample who experienced
that event

Bolded means are statistically different between Blacks and Whites (p<.05)

^ Time-Varying Variable between NSFH1 & date censored; proportion of person-months

Blacks (n = 39)

Black couples.  Black couples are more likely than White couples to report greater

frequency of verbal disagreement.
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The only statistical difference between Blacks’ and Whites’ attitudes toward

marriage and separation is that Whites have more perceived costs of separation than do

Blacks.  There are no racial differences in perceived costs and benefits of marriage and

perceived benefits of separation.

While Black and White cohabitors do not appear to have many significant

differences between them, the fact that their fertility behavior is significantly different is

evidence that Black and White cohabitors do attribute different meanings to cohabitation.

Cohabitation is most likely an acceptable context for childbearing and childrearing for

Blacks whereas childbearing within cohabitation occurs much less often among Whites.

These patterns are consistent with prior research (Manning, 1993; Manning & Smock,

1995).

Outcome Mean Std. Dev. Mean Std. Dev.
Separate 2.283 2.679 3.333 3.847

Marry 1.781 1.794 3.500 1.731

Remain Cohabiting 3.962 3.381 2.688 2.884

Table 2: Means and Standard Deviations of Duration (in
years) by Race and Outcome

White Couples
(n = 294)

Black Couples
(n = 39)

Table 2 shows the average duration of the relationship for Blacks and Whites by

the outcome of the relationship.   Consistent with the notion that cohabitation is more of a

long-term arrangement for Black couples than for White couples, Black couples in this

sample tend to cohabit for longer periods of time before transitioning out through either

separation or marriage than White couples.  White couples tend to exit cohabitation

though separation or marriage earlier in the relationship, which is consistent with the

notion that cohabitation is a short-term living arrangement for Whites.

Multivariate Results
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The results from the multinomial logistic regressions of the discrete-time event

history data are shown in Table 3.  For each model, odds ratios are shown for the risk of

separating versus remaining cohabiting and marrying versus remaining cohabiting.  All

models are significant (p<.001).

Model 1 of Table 3 includes the focus variable, Black Couple, and the control

variables.  Black couples’ odds of marriage are 74.4 percent lower than those of Whites’.

White couples are more likely than Black couples to marry whereas Black couples are

more likely than White couples to remain cohabiting, which supports Hypothesis 1.

Consistent with the notion in the literature that cohabiting unions are short-lived, with the

couple quickly transitioning out through either marriage or separation, the results show

that couples who have been together for one year or less have 175 percent greater odds of

separating and almost 289 percent greater odds of marrying than those who have been

together five years of more.  As expected, there is a curvilinear relationship between time

and transitions out of cohabitation.  Transitioning out of cohabitation is much more likely

to occur within the first year and then decrease.  However, in the fourth year, the

likelihood of transitioning out through marriage increases again and then decreases in the

fifth year.

Socioeconomic and fertility measures are entered into the analysis in Model 2.

Blacks are about 71.7 percent less likely to marry than Whites. The Clogg test would be

the best method to empirically test part 1 of Hypothesis 2 that the added variables reduce

the gap in the Black Couple coefficient.  However, the Clogg test is “prohibitively

complex” (DeMaris, personal communication, 2006).  In lieu of that, I have taken the

difference between the coefficients in Model 1 and Model 2 and divided it by the
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Independent Variables
     Black Couple (1=Black 0=White) 0.878 0.256 *** 0.803 0.283 ***
Controls
    Male's Age at Beginning of Union 0.981 1.023 † 0.980 1.026
    Female's Age at Beginning of Union 0.983 0.974 † 0.987 0.985
    Months 0 - 12 2.751 *** 3.888 *** 2.950 *** 2.885 ***
    Months 13 - 24 1.748 † 2.573 *** 1.891 * 1.933 *
    Months 25 - 36 1.218 1.227 1.272 0.923
    Months 37 - 48 1.266 2.662 *** 1.259 2.247 **
    Months 49 - 60 1.323 1.297 1.306 1.166
    Months 61+ 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
SES and Fertility Measures
    Male's Education 1.077 1.092 †
    Female's Education 0.947 0.952
    Couple's income (Logged) 1.015 1.335 *
    Either Partner on Welfare (1=yes 0=no) 1.071 0.947
    School Enrollment History 0.789 0.941
    Higher Degree Obtained 2.506 * 1.929
    Employment History 0.772 0.861
    R's Biological Children in Household 1.038 1.377 †
    R's Stepchildren in Household 1.635 1.295
    No Children in Household 1.000 1.000
    Pregnancy 0.687 2.506 **
    New Child Present 1.081 0.402 ***
Relationship Quality Measures
    Either Partner had Previous Relationship
    Have Plans to Marry
    Couple Happiness
    Couple Quality Time
    Couple Sexual Frequency
    Male's Perceived Underbenefit
    Female's Perceived Underbenefit
    Couple Verbal Disagreement
    Presence of Physical Violence
    Relationship Instability (1=unstable 0=stable)
Cost/Benefit Measures
    R's Perceived Costs of Marriage
    R's Perceived Benefits of Marriage
    R's Perceived Costs of Separation
    R's Perceived Benefits of Separation
-2lnL
D. F.
Model χ2

Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio

Separate v.
Remain

Cohabiting

Marry v.
Remain

Cohabiting

Model 1

Table 3: Event History Analysis Estimates of the Relative Risk of Transitioning VS. Remaining
Cohabiting (N=333)

Model 2
Separate v.

Remain
Cohabiting

Marry v.
Remain

Cohabiting

2698.1841
16

2631.7086
38

-2lnL0 = 2783.0883
† p<.10  * p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 for two-tailed test

*** ***
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Independent Variables
     Black Couple (1=Black 0=White) 0.991 0.182 *** 0.775 0.244 ***
Controls
    Male's Age at Beginning of Union 0.973 1.025 † 0.984 1.021 †
    Female's Age at Beginning of Union 0.976 0.980 0.979 0.976 †
    Months 0 - 12 3.943 *** 3.215 *** 2.870 *** 2.372 ***
    Months 13 - 24 2.197 * 2.480 ** 1.747 † 2.377 ***
    Months 25 - 36 1.458 1.179 1.195 1.136
    Months 37 - 48 1.444 2.574 *** 1.226 2.449 ***
    Months 49 - 60 1.508 1.284 1.275 1.220
    Months 61+ 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
SES and Fertility Measures
    Male's Education
    Female's Education
    Couple's income (Logged)
    Either Partner on Welfare (1=yes 0=no)
    School Enrollment History
    Higher Degree Obtained
    Employment History
    R's Biological Children in Household
    R's Stepchildren in Household
    No Children in Household
    Pregnancy
    New Child Present
Relationship Quality Measures
    Either Partner had Previous Relationship 1.198 1.178
    Have Plans to Marry 0.681 † 1.962 **
    Couple Happiness 0.810 † 1.356 **
    Couple Quality Time 1.092 0.875
    Couple Sexual Frequency 0.957 ** 1.000
    Male's Perceived Underbenefit 0.956 1.021
    Female's Perceived Underbenefit 0.966 1.001
    Couple Verbal Disagreement 1.007 1.033
    Presence of Physical Violence 1.526 † 0.985
    Relationship Instability (1=unstable 0=stable) 1.457 0.649 *
Cost/Benefit Measures
    R's Perceived Costs of Marriage 0.946 0.771 **
    R's Perceived Benefits of Marriage 0.994 1.019
    R's Perceived Costs of Separation 0.881 † 1.046
    R's Perceived Benefits of Separation 1.092 1.119
-2lnL
D. F.
Model χ2

Odds Ratio Odds Ratio

Table 3 cont'd: Event History Analysis Estimates of the Relative Risk of Transitioning VS. Remaining
Cohabiting (N=333)

Model 3
Separate v.

Remain
Cohabiting

Marry v.
Remain

Cohabiting
Odds Ratio Odds Ratio

Model 4
Separate v.

Remain
Cohabiting

Marry v.
Remain

Cohabiting

-2lnL0 = 2783.0883

36
2637.6582 2676.9064

24
*** ***

† p<.10  * p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 for two-tailed test
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Independent Variables
     Black Couple (1=Black 0=White) 0.895 0.204 ***
Controls
    Male's Age at Beginning of Union 0.976 1.027 †
    Female's Age at Beginning of Union 0.978 0.988
    Months 0 - 12 3.976 *** 2.093 *
    Months 13 - 24 2.237 * 1.769 *
    Months 25 - 36 1.442 0.802
    Months 37 - 48 1.383 1.972 **
    Months 49 - 60 1.407 1.076
    Months 61+ 1.000 1.000
SES and Fertility Measures
    Male's Education 1.031 1.133 *
    Female's Education 0.977 0.928
    Couple's income (Logged) 1.010 1.260
    Either Partner on Welfare (1=yes 0=no) 1.018 0.937
    School Enrollment History 0.898 0.922
    Higher Degree Obtained 2.299 † 2.204 †
    Employment History 0.819 0.849
    R's Biological Children in Household 0.950 1.566 †
    R's Stepchildren in Household 1.456 1.224
    No Children in Household 1.000 1.000
    Pregnancy 0.750 2.146 *
    New Child Present 1.028 0.465 **
Relationship Quality Measures
    Either Partner had Previous Relationship 1.161 1.041
    Have Plans to Marry 0.711 1.620 *
    Couple Happiness 0.790 † 1.364 *
    Couple Quality Time 1.084 0.871
    Couple Sexual Frequency 0.962 * 1.009
    Male's Perceived Underbenefit 0.953 1.043
    Female's Perceived Underbenefit 0.992 0.986
    Couple Verbal Disagreement 1.011 1.009
    Presence of Physical Violence 1.380 0.939
    Relationship Instability (1=unstable 0=stable) 1.450 0.661 †
Cost/Benefit Measures
    R's Perceived Costs of Marriage 0.949 0.818 *
    R's Perceived Benefits of Marriage 1.010 1.017
    R's Perceived Costs of Separation 0.967 0.970
    R's Perceived Benefits of Separation 0.962 1.159
-2lnL
D. F.
Model χ2

Table 3 cont'd: Event History Analysis Estimates of the Relative Risk of
Transitioning VS. Remaining Cohabiting (N=333)

***

Model 5
Separate v.

Remain
Cohabiting

Marry v.
Remain

Cohabiting
Odds Ratio Odds Ratio

2570.8924

-2lnL0 = 2783.0883
† p<.10  * p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 for two-tailed test

66
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standard error of the coefficent in Model 2 to examine whether there is more than a .25

standard deviation difference between models (DeMaris, personal communication, 2006).

Any difference less than a quarter of a standard deviation of difference is not sufficient

enough to merit acknowledging the change, as it is very small.  On the other hand, more

than a .25 standard deviation of difference is large enough to merit attention.  This is an

unofficial method of reporting whether a change in a coefficient between models is large

enough to warrant attention. The result of the calculation6 between the race coefficients

for the log odds of separating versus remaining cohabiting is .3049 and the result for the

difference between the race coefficients for the log odds of marrying versus remaining

cohabiting is -.2508.  These results show that, while there is more than a quarter standard

error of change in the coefficient for the odds of separation and a quarter standard error of

change in the coefficient for the odds of marriage between Model 1 and Model 2, the

change is negative for the latter. Thus, there is informal support that part 1 of Hypothesis

2 is incorrect.  The inclusion of these variables does not reduce the gap in the race

difference in transitions out of cohabitation through marriage and separation. Indeed,

the introduction of these variables does not eliminate the significant racial difference in

transitions to marriage, which is consistent with the second part of Hypothesis 2.

Couples’ income significantly increases the odds of marrying as opposed to

remaining cohabiting.  This result is consistent with prior literature that shows as couples

become more financially stable, they are more likely to move into marriage.  Stated

differently, couples wait until they are financially stable to get married (Smock et. al,

2005).  Recall Furstenburg’s (1996) comment that “marriage is a luxury consumer item”

for low-income Blacks while cohabitation is seen as “the budget way” to begin a family.

6 M1-M2: Separate: [-.1306-(-.2196)]/.2922=.3049   Marry: [-1.3633-(-1.263)]/.3999= -.2508
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It is possible that couples, Black or White, wait until they have reached a level of income

which they think is appropriate for marriage before they get married.  Thus it would

follow that it is more likely for couples with high income levels to marry.

Earning a GED, college, or vocational degree actually increases the odds of

separation versus remaining cohabiting by about 150 percent.  This result is interesting

given that couples wait until they finish their desired amount of schooling before moving

into marriage (Smock et al., 2005).  However, this result could be accurate if the relative

education of the partners does not match.  Perhaps the partner who received the degree

would rather find another partner with the same level of education if his or her current

partner has fewer years of education than him or her.  This cannot be tested here as I do

not know what type of degree was earned by the respondent to determine if the partner

does in fact have fewer years of education.

Becoming pregnant seems to propel cohabitors into marriage.  During the eight

months of pregnancy, the likelihood that cohabitors marry is 150 percent greater than the

likelihood that they remain cohabiting.  However, after the child is born, cohabitors have

lower odds of marrying than those without a new child.  In other words, cohabitors seem

to have shotgun weddings when they become pregnant, but if they do not marry

immediately, they are especially unlikely to marry after the child is born.

The relationship quality measures are introduced in Model 3. The gap in the race

coefficient for the odds of marriage actually increases from Black couples having 74.4

percent lower odds of marrying in Model 1 versus 81.8 percent lower odds in Model 3;

therefore, the first part of Hypothesis 3 is incorrect. The race difference in the likelihood
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of marriage still exists with the introduction of the relationship quality measures, thus, the

second part of Hypothesis 3 is correct.

The effects of the control variables are similar to what was found in the previous

two models.  Plans to marry and couple happiness significantly increases the odds of

marrying versus remaining cohabiting. Sexual frequency lowers the odds of separation.

Lastly, being in an unstable relationship lowers the odds of marriage by about 35 percent,

although it does not increase the odds of separation. All other relationship quality

variables are non-significant.

The fourth model shows the effects of the perceived costs and benefits of both

marriage and separation.  Once again, the racial gap in union transitions among

cohabitors has widened from Model 1 to Model 4 and the race difference in the

likelihood of marriage is not explained. Unfortunately, there is no evidence for

Hypothesis 3. As in the previous model, the effects of the control variables are the same.

The perceived costs of marriage lower the likelihood of marriage by about 23 percent,

which is the only significant effect in the new predictor set. Contrary to expectations, the

costs of marriage do not reduce the odds of separation.  Similarly, the benefits of

marriage as well as the costs and benefits of separation are unrelated to the likelihood of

either marriage or separation.

Model 5 includes all of the covariates. Controlling for all variables, the likelihood

of marriage among Black couples is 80 percent lower than among White couples.  The

same procedure was used here as was above to compare Model 5 to Model 1.7  The race

coefficient for the log odds of separating versus remaining cohabiting decreased but by

less than .06 standard deviations and therefore the change is very small.  On the other

7 M1-M5: Separate: [-.1306-(-.1112)]/.334= -.0581  Marry: [-1.3633-(-1.5915)]/.4234= .5390
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hand, the change in the race difference coefficient for the log odds of marrying versus

remaining cohabiting increased by .5390 standard deviations, which is an informally

significant difference, suggesting these controls amplify the race effect.  Therefore, not

only is there lack of evidence to support Hypothesis 4, there is in fact evidence to support

the contrary.  There are no major changes in the effects of the covariates between the

individual models and the full model.

In a separate analysis (results not shown), models were run additively.  Nested

chi-square tests were conducted between the model with the focus variable, controls, and

socioeconomic and fertility variables (model 1) and the model including those and the

relationship quality variables (model 2).8 The results show that the relationship quality

variables do significantly contribute to the model.  Next, the cost/benefit variables were

added in the next model (the full model).9  The attitudes do not appear to add

significantly to the model.

8 M2χ2 – M1χ2
(Δdf) = 202.0487 – 151.3798(20) = 50.6689 *** p>.001

9 M3χ2 – M2χ2
(Δdf) = 212.1959 – 202.0487(28) = 10.1472   n.s.
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CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSION

Prior research has found large differences in the likelihood of marriage among

Black and White cohabitors (Brown, 2000; Manning & Smock, 1995; Raley, 1996).

Research has tried to explain these differences by primarily focusing on socioeconomic

factors and fertility measures (e.g., Duvander, 1999; Smock and Manning, 1997).  Other

studies that have focused on aspects of relationship quality (e.g., Brown, 2000; Brown &

Booth, 1996) or interpersonal relations (DeMaris, 2001) have not specifically

investigated racial differences.  The current study intended to extend prior literature by

using prospective, couple-level data to determine whether relationship quality and

attitudes can explain the racial difference in transitions to marriage.

Using a sample of Black and White cohabiting couples at the first wave of the

National Survey of Families and Households in which both partners completed the

questionnaire and were followed until Wave 2 (n=333), I have documented general trends

that are consistent with the literature.  There was partial support for Hypothesis 1 in that

Black cohabitors are more likely to remain cohabiting whereas Whites, on the other hand,

are more likely to marry. However, Whites are no more likely than Blacks to separate,

which is also consistent with prior literature (Brown, 2000). There is a curvilinear

relationship between relationship duration and union transitions.

Socioeconomic factors and fertility measures neither reduced the gap in the race

difference in union transitions nor fully explain the difference; therefore, Hypothesis 2

was partially supported.  The results found here are fairly consistent with prior literature

with one exception. The gap in the race difference in union transitions was not reduced.
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Prior literature has found that, while these variables did not explain the difference, they

did reduce it.  That effect was not found here.

The relationship quality and cost/benefit results are fairly straightforward.

Controlling for other covariates, plans to marry and relationship happiness increase the

odds of marrying and relationship instability decreases the odds of marrying.  Also,

perceived costs of marriage decrease the odds of marrying. The other variables were not

significant.

While the current study has focused on union transitions out of cohabitation or

lack thereof, it is important to consider the meaning of the result that Black couples are

more likely to remain cohabiting than transition out.  Furthermore, there is no race

difference in the likelihood of separation. Therefore, it is necessary to acknowledge

relationship stability.  Although these couples are not legally solidifying their union by

way of marriage, they may be just as stable as those couples who do get married.

Perhaps relationship stability is more critical for an individual’s well-being than

relationship type (Brown & Booth, 1996).  If that is the case then it is possible that the

non-significant relationship quality results found here are due to the presence of

relationship stability and not necessarily the need to transition into marriage.

Furthermore, it is interesting that prior research has found that marital quality among

Black couples is lower than among White couples (Adelmann, Chadwick, & Baerger,

1996; Broman, 1993).  Black married women are more likely than their White

counterparts to be unsatisfied with their marriage and Blacks are significantly less likely

to feel that their marriages are harmonious than Whites (Broman, 1993).  No study to

date has been able to fully explain why there is a racial difference in marital quality and
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well-being.  These studies support Brown & Booth’s (1996) conclusion that relationship

stability may be more important for well-being than relationship type.

It is important not to forget the time period here, five to seven years.

Longitudinal research over a greater time span may be able to determine whether Black

cohabitors are delaying marriage or forgoing it completely. Perhaps in future analyses,

the focus should be on the differences between those who transition out through

separation versus all others (i.e., those who marry and those who remain cohabiting).  In

addition, much could be learned from research which focuses on the stability of long-

term cohabiting unions.

This study contributes to the literature in three key ways.  The first is that it uses

prospective data to determine the race difference in cohabitors’ union transitions.  Prior

studies, such as Manning and Smock (1995), have used retrospective data to tackle this

question.  While retrospective studies contribute greatly to the literature, there are some

limitations that can be overcome by using prospective data.

The second contribution is that couple-level data are used.  Two people are

needed to create a couple, therefore it is important to have information from both people

when studying the outcome of that relationship.  Many previous studies have used

individual-level data.  Data from only one person may give a picture as to what is going

on in the relationship but only a partial picture.  Having information from both partners is

important so that we can more fully understand the relationship dynamics.

The third contribution of this study is that a wide range of relationship features are

included.  Prior studies have primarily focused on socioeconomic and/or fertility

measures to explain the race difference in union transitions (e.g. Manning & Smock,
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1995; Osborne, 2005).  Other studies (Brown, 2000) that have focused on the role of

relationship quality in union transitions did not focus exclusively on the race difference in

those transitions.  The goal of the current study is to incorporate socioeconomic, fertility,

and relationship quality and attitudinal features to explain the race difference in

cohabitors’ union transitions. Although many measures of relationship quality and

perceived costs and benefits were utilized here, many of them turned out to be non-

significant. Even though this was unexpected, it can inform future research about which

relationship feature measures are important to include.  Perhaps plans to marry,

relationship happiness, and relationship instability are the main relationship quality

variable that should be focused on in future research, as they were the only variables that

continually remained significant predictors of transitions to marriage.

Nonetheless, there are a few limitations to this study.  The first is that while the

NSFH is arguably the richest data set with which to answer these questions, it is

becoming slightly outdated.  The first wave was collected in 1987-88 and the second in

1992-1994.  Most of the covariates are measured at the first wave which is now almost 20

years old. Outdated data are particularly a problem in the study of cohabitation because

of the rapid, wide-spread growth of cohabitation and its changing meaning (Brown, 2005;

Bumpass & Lu, 1999; Casper & Sayer, 2000; Smock, 2000). Cohabitors are less likely to

marry today than they were in the 1980s (Bumpass & Lu, 2000).  In addition to the

increase in the number of cohabitors and changes in who cohabits, cohabiting unions

have become more complex with the increase in fertility that occurs within those unions

(e.g., Bumpass & Lu, 2000).  Due to the changes that have occurred over the last 20

years, analyses conducted using data from 20 years ago may be slightly less
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representative of cohabitation today. It would be beneficial to replicate this study with

more recent data as it becomes available.

There is a problem of selection effects with left-truncated data such as these (Guo,

1993).  Since all couples had to have been cohabiting at NSFH1 to be included in the

sample, couples who have already cohabited and exited through marriage or separation

have been left out.  In other words, the couples at the highest risk for transitioning out of

cohabitation have already been selected out of the sample.  However, the coding strategy

for duration employed here is the best known method to combat the problem of left-

truncation (Guo).

The sample size of Black couples is small.  Although it is statistically large

enough, I would have liked to have more Black couples in the sample.  Even though the

sample size is smaller than desired, there are still statistical differences in the odds of

marriage between Black and White couples.

Another limitation is that most of the covariates are measured at NSFH1.  If the

couple did not marry until three years after the NSFH1 interview date, for example, their

relationship happiness may have changed considerably over this time period.  There is no

way of more accurately measuring covariates such as these given the data at hand. In

addition, the covariates are being measured at different time points in a relationship

between couples. For instance, some couples are being asked about their relationship

quality at two months whereas other couples are being asked at two years.  Relationship

quality varies by duration (Brown, 2003).  It would be informative if all couples were

being captured at the same point in their relationship to determine how couples are

similar or different and how their outcomes vary.
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A final limitation is that although most of the variables are couple-level, there are

a few that are only obtained from the main respondent, such as the perceived costs and

benefits of marriage and separation.  I would have liked to have those measures from

both partners, because, as stated earlier, without information from both partners, it is hard

to get a clear picture of the relationship dynamics.  For example, if one partner (the main

respondent) perceives high benefits of marriage but the other perceives high costs of

marriage, by only knowing the main respondent’s feelings, we may not understand why

the given couple has not moved into marriage after five years. Thus, the clearest picture

would be given had all the covariates been couple-level.

This study is not the first to attempt to explain the racial difference in union

transitions among cohabitors and will most likely not be the last.  The question of why

this difference exists remains unanswered.  Relationship features are not the missing

pieces to the puzzle, at least in this study.  The missing pieces are still out there. Perhaps

as Casper and Sayer (2000) posit, there should be a stronger focus on the purposes people

have for cohabiting.  While Casper and Sayer recognize four different types of

cohabitors, they do not focus on racial differences. It may be worthwhile to extend

Casper and Sayer’s model to determine a whether a race specific typology of the

purposes of cohabitation is necessary, and if so, what it would be, which could then help

us better understand how relationship quality might predict union transitions.

While a wide range of relationship quality measures were used here, there are

other dimensions that were not tapped in the current study.  Trust, infidelity, fear of

divorce, multiple partner fertility, and lack of faith in the institution of marriage could

better inform our predictions about cohabitors’ union transitions than the measures that
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were utilized here or could work well in conjunction with the current measures (Carlson,

McLanahan, & England, 2004; Edin, Kefalas, & Reed, 2004; England, Edin, &

Linnenburg (2003); Manning & Smock, 1995).  Those concepts were not available in

these data.

This study was not couched in an exchange theory framework.  Perhaps we could

better understand the relationship dynamics and their consequences by analyzing

relationship quality from an exchange perspective. Including measures that help us to

recognize what type of exchange relationship a couple wants and what kind they actually

have could help explain why they would or would not want to transition out of

cohabitation.

Conceivably qualitative data from Manning & Smock’s (2005) interviews or the

Time, Love, Cash, Caring and Children Study (TLC3), the qualitative component of the

Fragile Families Study, could both help to explain the racial difference in the likelihood

of marriage and inform subsequent questionnaire development. Future research needs to

try to tease out other possible explanations as to why White cohabitors are much more

likely to marry than Black cohabitors.



51

References

Adelmann, Pamela K., Kirsten Chadwick, and Dana Royce Baerger. 1996. “Marital
Quality of Black and White Adults Over the Life Course.” Journal of Social and
Personal Relationships. 13:361-384.

Allison, Paul D. 1995. Survival Analysis Using SAS: A Practical Guide. Cary, NC: SAS
Institute Inc.

Amato, Paul R. 2004. “Tension Between Institutional and Individual Views of Marriage.”
Journal of Marriage and the Family 66:959-965.

Bennett, Neil G., David E. Bloom, and Patricia H. Craig. 1989. “The Divergence of
Black and White Marriage Patterns.” American Journal of Sociology 95:692-722.

Broman, Clifford L. 1993. “Race Differences in Marital Well-Being.” Journal of
Marriage and the Family. 55:724-732.

Brown, Susan L. 2004. “Moving from Cohabitation to Marriage: Effects on Relationship
Quality.” Social Science Research 33:1-19.

Brown, Susan L. 2003. “Relationship Quality Dynamics of Cohabiting Unions.” Journal
of Family Issues 24:583-601.

Brown, Susan L. 2000. “Union Transitions Among Cohabitors: The Role of Relationship
Assessments and Expectations.” Journal of Marriage and the Family 62:833-46.

Brown, Susan L. and Alan Booth. 1996. “Cohabitation versus Marriage: A Comparison
of Relationship Quality.” Journal of Marriage and the Family 58:668-678.

Brines, Julie and Kara Joyner. 1999. “The Ties That Bind: Principles of Cohesion in
Cohabitation and Marriage.” American Sociological Review 64:333-355.

Bulcroft, Richard A. and Kris A. Bulcroft. 1993. “Race Differences in Attitudinal
Motivational Factors in the Decision to Marry.” Journal of Marriage and the
Family 55:338-355.

Bumpass, Larry L. 1990. “What’s Happening to the Family? Interactions Between
Demographic and Institutional Change.” Demography 27:483-498.

Bumpass, Larry L. and Hsien-Hen Lu. 2000.  “Trends in Cohabitation and Inplications
for Children’s Family Contexts in the United States.” Population Studies 54:19-
41.



52

Bumpass, Larry L., James A. Sweet, and Andrew Cherlin.  1991. “The Role of
Cohabitation in Declining Rates of Marriage.” Journal of Marriage and the
Family 53:913-927.

Carlson, Marcia, Sara McLanahan, and Paula England. 2004. “Union Formation in
Fragile Families.” Demography 41:237-261.

Casper, Lynne M. and Suzanne M. Bianchi. 2002. Continuity and Change in the
American Family. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Casper, Lynne M. and Liana C. Sayer. 2000. “Cohabitation Transitions: Different
Attitudes and Purposes, Different Paths.” Paper presented at the annual meeting
of the Population Association of America, Los Angeles, CA.

Cherlin, Andrew J. 2004. “The Deinstitutionalization of American Marriage.” Journal of
Marriage and the Family 66:848-861.

Cherlin, Andrew J. 2000. “Toward A New Home Socioeconomics of Union Formation.”
In Waite, L. J., et al. (Eds.) The Ties that Bind (pp. 126-144). New York: Aldine
de Gruyter.

Cherlin, Andrew J. 1992. Marriage, Divorce, Remarriage (Rev. ed.) Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

DeMaris, Alfred. May 1, 2006. Personal Communication.

DeMaris, Alfred. 2001. “The Influence of Intimate Violence on Transitions out of
Cohabitation.” Journal of Marriage and Family 63:235-246.

DeMaris, Alfred and William MacDonald. 1993. “Premarital Cohabitation and Marital
Instability: A Test of the Unconventionality Hypothesis.” Journal of Marriage
and the Family 55:399-407.

Duvader, A. 1999. “The Transition from Cohabitation to Marriage: A Longitudinal Study
of the Propensity to Marry in Sweden in the Early 1990s.” Journal of Family
Issues 20:698-717.

Edin, Kathryn, Maria J. Kefalas, and Joanna M. Reed. 2004. “A Peek Inside the Black
Box: What Marriage Means for Poor Unmarried Parents?” Journal of Marriage
and Family 66:1007-1014.

England, Paula, Katherine Edin, and K. Linnenburg. (2003). “Love and Distrust among
Unmarried Parents.” Paper presented at the symposium, Marriage and Family
Formation among Unmarried Couples: What Do We Know From Research?
National Poverty Center, Ann Arbor, MI.



53

Espenshade, T. J. 1985. “Marriage Trends in America: Estimates, Implication, and
Underlying Causes.” Population and Development Review 11:193-245.

Furstenberg, Jr., Frank F. 1996. “The Future of Marriage.” American Demographics.
18:34-40.

Guo, Guang. 1993. “Event-History Analysis for Left-Truncated Data.” Sociological
Methodology. 23:217-243.

Koball, Heather. 1998. “Have African American Men become Less Committed to
Marriage? Explaining the Twentieth Century Racial Cross-Over in Men’s
Marriage Timing.” Demography 35:251-258.

Lichter, Daniel T., Deborah Roempke Graefe, and J. Brian Brown. 2003. “Is Marriage a
Panacea? Union Formation Among Economically Disadvantaged Unwed
Mothers.” Social Problems 50: 60-86.

Lichter, Daniel T., Felicia B. LeClere, and Diane K. McLaughlin. 1991. “Local Marriage
Markets and the Marital Behavior of Black and White Women.” American
Journal of Sociology 96:843-867.

Lichter, Daniel T., Diane K. McLaughlin, George Kephart, & David J. Landry. 1992.
“Race and the Retreat From Marriage: A Shortage of Marriageable Men?”
American Sociological Review 57:781-799.

London, K. 1991. “Cohabitation, Marriage, Marital Dissolution, and Remarriage: United
States, 1988.” Advance Data, 194. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office.

Loomis, Laura Spencer and Nancy S. Landale. 1994. “Nonmarital Cohabitation and
Childbearing among Black and White American Women.” Journal of Marriage
and the Family 56:949-962.

Manning, Wendy D. 2004. “Children and the Stability of Cohabiting Couples.” Journal
of Marriage and the Family 66:674-689.

Manning, Wendy D. 1993. “Marriage and Cohabitation following Premarital
Conception.” Journal of Marriage and the Family 55:839-850.

Manning, Wendy D. and Nancy S. Landale. 1996. “Racial and Ethnic Differences in the
Role of Cohabitation in Premarital Childbearing.” Journal of Marriage and the
Family 58:63-77.

Manning, Wendy D. and Pamela J. Smock. 2005. “Measuring and Modeling
Cohabitation: New Perspectives from Qualitative Data.” Journal of Marriage and
the Family 67:898-1002.



54

Manning, Wendy D. and Pamela J. Smock. 2002. “First Comes Cohabitation and Then
Comes Marriage? A Research Note.” Journal of Family Issues 23:1065-1087.

Manning, Wendy D. and Pamela J. Smock. 1995. “Why Marry? Race and the Transition
to Marriage among Cohabitors.” Demography 32:509-520.

Mare, R. D. and C. Winship. 1999. “Socioeconomic Change and the Decline of Marriage
for Blacks and Whites.” Pp. 175-202. In The Urban Underclass edited by C.
Jenks and P.E. Peterson. Washington, D.C.: Urban Institute.

McGinnis, Sandra L. 2003. “Cohabiting, Dating, and Perceived Costs of Marriage: A
Model of Marriage Entry.” Journal of Marriage and Family 65: 105-116.

McLaughlin, Diane K. and Daniel T. Lichter. 1997. “Poverty and the marital Behavior of
Young Women.” Journal of Marriage and the Family 59:582-594.

Nock, Steven L. 1995. “A Comparison of Marriages and Cohabiting Relationships.”
Journal of Family Issues 16:53-76.

Oppenheimer, Valerie Kincade. 2003. “Cohabiting and Marriage during Young Men’s
Career-Development Process.” Demography 40:127-149.

Oppenheimer, Valerie Kincade. 1988. “A Theory of Marriage Timing.” American
Journal of Sociology 94:563-591.

Oppenheimer, Valerie Kincade, Hans-Peter Blossfeld, and Achim Wackerow. 1995.
“United States of America.” Pp. 150-173 in The New Role of Women, edited by
Hans-Peter Blossfeld. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

Oppenheimer, Valerie Kincade, Matthijs Kalmijn, and Nelson Lim. 1997. “Men’s Career
Development and Marital Timing During a Period of Rising Inequality.”
Demography 34:311-330.

Oppenheimer, Valerie Kincade, and Vivian Lew. 1995. “American marriage Formation
in the 1980s: How Important Was Women’s Economic Independence.” Pp. 105-
138 in Gender and Family Change in Industrialized Countries, edited by Karen
Oppenheim Mason and An-Magritt Jensen. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Osborne, Cynthia. 2005. “Marriage Following the Birth of a Child Among Cohabiting
and Visiting Parents.” Journal of Marriage and the Family 67:14-26.

Raley, R. K. 1996. “A Shortage of Marriageable Men? A Note on the Role of
Cohabitation in Black-White Differences in Marriage Rates.” American
Sociological Review 61:973-983.



55

Rendall, Michael S. 1999. “Entry or Exit? A Transition-Probability Approach to
Explaining the High Prevalence of Single Motherhood among Black Women.”
Demography 36:369-376.

Rindfuss, Ronald R. and Audrey VandenHeuvel. 1990. “Cohabitation: A Precursor to
Marriage or an Alternative to Being Single.” Population and Development Review
16:703-726.

Sanchez, Laura, Wendy D. Manning, and Pamela J. Smock. 1998. “Sex-Specialized or
Collaborative Mate Selection? Union Transitions among Cohabitors.” Social
Science Research 27: 280-304.

Schoen, Robert and D. Owens. 1992. “A Further Look at First Marriages and First
Unions.” In S. J. South and S. E. Tolnay (Eds.) The Changing American Family:
Sociological and Demographic Perspectives (pp. 109-117) Boulder, CO:
Westview.

Schoen, Robert and Robin M. Weinick. 1993. “Partner Choice in Marriages and
Cohabitations.” Journal of Marriage and the Family 55:408-414.

Smock, Pamela J. and Sanjiv Gupta. 2002. “What is the Role of Cohabitation in
Contemporary North American Family Structure?” In Alan Booth and A Crouter
(Eds.). Just Living Together: Implications of Cohabitation on Families, Children ,
and Social Policy (pp. 53-84). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Smock, Pamela J. and Wendy D. Manning. 1997. “Cohabiting Partners’ Economic
Circumstances and Marriage.” Demography 34:331-341.

Smock, Pamela J., Wendy D. Manning, and Meredith Porter. 2005. “’Everything’s There
Except Money’: How Money Shapes Decisions to Marry Among Cohabitors.”
Journal of Marriage and the Family 67:680-696.

South, Scott. 1991. “Sociodemographic Differentials in Mate Selection Process.” Journal
of Marriage and the Family 53:928-940.

South, Scott and Kim M. Lloyd. 1992. “Marriage Markets and Nonmarital Fertility in the
United States.” Demography 29:247-264.

Straus, Murray A. and Richard J. Gelles. 1986. “Societal Change and Change in Family
Violence from 1975 to 1985 as Revealed by Two National Surveys.” Journal of
Marriage and the Family, 48:465-479.

U.S. Bureau of the Census. 2005. Unmarried-couple households, by presence of children:
1960 to present. UC1 [Online].  Available internet:
http://www.census.gov/population/socdemo/hh-fam/uc1.pdf



56

Wu, Zheng and Michael Pollard. 2000. “Economic Circumstances and the Stability of
Nonmarital Cohabitation.” Journal of Family Issues 21:303-328.

Xie, Yu, James M. Raymo, Kimberly Goyette, and Arland Thornton. 2003. “Economic
Potential and Entry into Marriage and Cohabitation.” Demography 40:351-367.

Young, Michael, and Peter Willmott. 1973. The Symmetrical Family. New York:
Pantheon.



57

Appendix A:

Independent Variables
    Non-White Couple (1=Non-White 0=White) 0.868 0.294 *** 0.780 0.296 ***
Controls
    Male's Age at Beginning of Union 0.983 1.024 † 0.980 1.026 †
    Female's Age at Beginning of Union 0.981 0.972 * 0.984 0.982
    Months 0 - 12 2.706 ** 3.863 *** 2.887 *** 2.894 ***
    Months 13 - 24 1.842 * 2.659 *** 1.976 ** 2.043 **
    Months 25 - 36 1.192 1.213 1.241 0.930
    Months 37 - 48 1.312 2.702 *** 1.300 2.297 ***
    Months 49 - 60 1.279 1.272 1.267 1.156
    Months 61+ 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
SES and Fertility Measures
    Male's Education 1.086 1.088 †
    Female's Education 0.940 0.953
    Couple's income (Logged) 1.040 1.352 *
    Either Partner on Welfare (1=yes 0=no) 1.073 0.864
    School Enrollment History 0.806 0.934
    Higher Degree Obtained 2.166 1.721 †
    Employment History 0.810 0.841
    R's Biological Children in Household 1.017 0.136
    R's Stepchildren in Household 1.607 1.261
    No Children in Household 1.000 1.000
    Pregnancy 0.641 2.447 **
    New Child Present 1.097 0.428 ***
Relationship Quality Measures
    Either Partner had Previous Relationship
    Have Plans to Marry
    Couple Happiness
    Couple Quality Time
    Couple Sexual Frequency
    Male's Perceived Underbenefit
    Female's Perceived Underbenefit
    Couple Verbal Disagreement
    Presence of Physical Violence
    Relationship Instability (1=unstable 0=stable)
Cost/Benefit Measures
    R's Perceived Costs of Marriage
    R's Perceived Benefits of Marriage
    R's Perceived Costs of Separation
    R's Perceived Benefits of Separation
-2lnL
D. F.
Model χ2

-2lnL0 = 2868.104

Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio

Appendix A: Event History Analysis Estimates of the Relative Risk of Transitioning VS.
Remaining Cohabiting

Model 1 Model 2
Separate v.

Remain
Cohabiting

Marry v.
Remain

Cohabiting

Separate v.
Remain

Cohabiting

Marry v.
Remain

Cohabiting

*** ***

2777.7217
16

† p<.10  * p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 for two-tailed test

38
2714.6009
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Independent Variables
    Non-White Couple (1=Non-White 0=White) 0.987 0.212 *** 0.763 0.270 ***
Controls
    Male's Age at Beginning of Union 0.975 1.026 † 0.985 1.022 †
    Female's Age at Beginning of Union 0.972 0.979 0.978 0.974 †
    Months 0 - 12 3.832 *** 3.218 *** 2.825 *** 3.379 ***
    Months 13 - 24 2.320 ** 2.563 *** 1.853 * 2.475 ***
    Months 25 - 36 1.435 1.164 1.174 1.129
    Months 37 - 48 1.516 2.614 *** 1.275 2.495 ***
    Months 49 - 60 1.485 1.261 1.236 1.200
    Months 61+ 1.000 1.000 1.000 1.000
SES and Fertility Measures
    Male's Education
    Female's Education
    Couple's income (Logged)
    Either Partner on Welfare (1=yes 0=no)
    School Enrollment History
    Higher Degree Obtained
    Employment History
    R's Biological Children in Household
    R's Stepchildren in Household
    No Children in Household
    Pregnancy
    New Child Present
Relationship Quality Measures
    Either Partner had Previous Relationship 1.219 1.202
    Have Plans to Marry 0.660 † 1.955 ***
    Couple Happiness 0.803 † 1.340 *
    Couple Quality Time 1.111 0.863
    Couple Sexual Frequency 0.961 ** 1.001
    Male's Perceived Underbenefit 0.963 1.008
    Female's Perceived Underbenefit 0.954 0.992
    Couple Verbal Disagreement 1.002 1.044 †
    Presence of Physical Violence 1.540 0.986 †
    Relationship Instability (1=unstable 0=stable) 1.408 0.634 **
Cost/Benefit Measures
    R's Perceived Costs of Marriage 0.944 0.771 **
    R's Perceived Benefits of Marriage 0.990 1.013
    R's Perceived Costs of Separation 0.893 1.047
    R's Perceived Benefits of Separation 1.086 1.118
-2lnL
D. F.
Model χ2

-2lnL0 = 2868.104

Odds Ratio Odds Ratio Odds Ratio

Appendix A cont'd: Event History Analysis Estimates of the Relative Risk of Transitioning VS.
Remaining Cohabiting

Model 3 Model 4
Separate v.

Remain
Cohabiting

Separate v.
Remain

Cohabiting

Marry v.
Remain

Cohabiting

Marry v.
Remain

Cohabiting

2757.3615
24

Odds Ratio

*** ***
† p<.10  * p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 for two-tailed test

2718.0264
36
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Independent Variables
    Non-White Couple (1=Non-White 0=White) 0.883 0.200 ***
Controls
    Male's Age at Beginning of Union 0.975 1.028 †
    Female's Age at Beginning of Union 0.974 0.986
    Months 0 - 12 3.841 *** 2.178 **
    Months 13 - 24 2.361 * 1.896 *
    Months 25 - 36 1.429 0.820
    Months 37 - 48 1.452 2.046 **
    Months 49 - 60 1.400 1.075
    Months 61+ 1.000 1.000
SES and Fertility Measures
    Male's Education 1.043 1.127 *
    Female's Education 0.966 0.933
    Couple's income (Logged) 1.032 1.253
    Either Partner on Welfare (1=yes 0=no) 1.020 0.883
    School Enrollment History 0.913 0.930
    Higher Degree Obtained 1.903 2.073
    Employment History 0.862 0.830
    R's Biological Children in Household 0.942 1.484
    R's Stepchildren in Household 1.400 1.182
    No Children in Household 1.000 1.000
    Pregnancy 0.713 2.084 *
    New Child Present 1.049 0.492 **
Relationship Quality Measures
    Either Partner had Previous Relationship 1.180 1.079
    Have Plans to Marry 0.687 1.653 *
    Couple Happiness 0.790 † 1.367 *
    Couple Quality Time 1.095 0.853
    Couple Sexual Frequency 0.966 * 1.008
    Male's Perceived Underbenefit 0.966 1.033
    Female's Perceived Underbenefit 0.978 0.984
    Couple Verbal Disagreement 1.006 1.027
    Presence of Physical Violence 1.412 0.926
    Relationship Instability (1=unstable 0=stable) 1.387 0.646 *
Cost/Benefit Measures
    R's Perceived Costs of Marriage 0.935 0.826 *
    R's Perceived Benefits of Marriage 0.996 1.010
    R's Perceived Costs of Separation 0.985 0.969
    R's Perceived Benefits of Separation 0.988 1.138
-2lnL
D. F.
Model χ2

-2lnL0 = 2868.104

Appendix A cont'd: Event History Analysis Estimates of the Relative Risk of
Transitioning VS. Remaining Cohabiting

Model 5
Separate v.

Remain
Cohabiting

Marry v.
Remain

Cohabiting

***

Odds Ratio Odds Ratio

66
2655.8766

† p<.10  * p<.05  **p<.01  ***p<.001 for two-tailed test
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