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have responded to the increasing number of cohabitating couples by expanding their 
rights and legal recognition.

Researchers acknowledge that not all cohabitations will eventually lead to mar-
riage and may instead serve as alternative forms of marriage (Manning and Smock 
2002), though marriage still represents the cultural ideal, signaling a higher level 
of commitment. For many, cohabitation is considered a pathway to marriage. The 
percentage of marriages that began as cohabitating relationships rose from 41%  
in the early 1980s to 65% of marriages between 1995 and 2002 (Manning and  
Jones 2006).

Dafoe Whitehead and Popenoe (2005) cite a study that concluded that premarital 
cohabitation, when limited to a woman’s future husband, was not associated with an 
elevated risk of divorce. Conversely, they observe, “No evidence has yet been found 
that those who cohabit before marriage have stronger marriages than those who 
do not.” For data collected in 2002, the probability of a woman’s marriage lasting 
10 years if she had cohabitated before marriage was lower than the probability of 
a woman’s marriage lasting the same amount of time if she did not cohabit before 
marriage, 61% versus 66% (Goodwin, Mosher, and Chandra 2010). However, the 
difference between the two groups is not significant. If a couple were engaged when 
they began cohabiting, the probability that the woman’s marriage would survive 10 
years was similar (65%) to the probability for couples who did not cohabit at all 
(66%) (Goodwin et al. 2010).

Figure 7.4  Percentage of cohabiting households
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SOURCE: Adapted from Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 2009.


