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Abstract

This paper extends our understanding of how unmarried parents differ from one another
and from married parents in two ways. First, in addition to married and cohabiting parents, I
examine parents who live apart, but plan to jointly raise their child. Secondly, I distinguish
between unmarried parents who intend to marry and those who do not.

The results show that considering both living arrangement and marriage expectations are
important to accurately assess differences between the parents. The largest differences on all
domains are between married and unmarried parents. However, when married and unmarried
parents are compared based on living arrangement alone, cohabitors are generally more similar
to married parents than are visiting parents. Yet, when unmarried parents are assessed based on
living arrangement and marriage expectations, those with high expectations, regardless of living
arrangement are generally more like married couples in terms of human capital, attitudes, and
relationship quality. These findings have important implications for policy makers who hope to

encourage family formation.
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Family structure has changed considerably over the past thirty years prompting
researchers to reexamine how we define families and compare family outcomes. Two major
shifts in the family have been the decline or delay of marriage and the concomitant rise in
cohabitation (Bumpass, Sweet, Cherlin, 1991). Premarital cohabitation has become the norm
among adults with more than half of all first unions in the early 1990s beginning as cohabitation
(Bumpass and Lu, 2000). Moreover, nearly two-thirds of the decline in marriage by age 25
between 1970 and 1985 can be attributed to the increase in cohabitation (Bumpass, Sweet, and
Cherlin, 1991).

As a result of fewer women in marriages, nonmarital childbearing has increased
significantly as a proportion of all births. Whereas in 1970 only 11 percent of children were born
to unmarried mothers, in 1998, nearly a third of all births were to unmarried women (National
Center for Health Statistics, table 9). This varies considerably by race, such that almost 70
percent of African American children are born out-of-wedlock, compared to only 22 percent of
non-Hispanic white children (National Center for Health Statistics, table 9).

The rise in the proportion of children born out-of-wedlock has sparked intense debate on
the “breakdown” of the family and the well-being of children. Research indicates that children
who live with both of their biological parents tend to have better adult relationships, and higher
academic and economic outcomes than do children from “non-traditional” families (McLanahan
and Bumpass, 1988; Duncan and Rogers, 1991; McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994). Thus there is
great fear that many children will suffer negative consequences, as nonmarital childbearing
becomes the norm.

However, almost 40 percent of nonmarital births are to cohabiting couples (Bumpass and

Lu, 2000), many of whom plan to marry in the future (Bumpass, Sweet, and Cherlin, 1991).
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Recent data from the Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study (discussed in detail below)
suggest that over 80 percent of cohabiting couples that have just had a child plan to marry, and
almost 70 percent of romantically involved couples who are not living together but have had a
child plan to marry or live together in the near future and raise the child together.' This suggests
that the cause for alarm may not be as great as feared. If these parents act on their expectations
or desires, then most children will live with both of their biological parents, and perhaps the
outcomes won’t be as dire as predicted.

On the other hand, relationships that begin as cohabitation are shorter term and less stable
than marriages, even if they progress to marriage (Bumpass and Lu, 2000; Graefe and Lichter,
1999). Moreover, cohabitation is selective of individuals with lower human capital (Bumpass
and Lu, 2000; Manning and Lichter, 1996), and cohabiting couples with higher economic
resources tend to marry, particularly with the presence of children (Manning and Smock, 1995;
Smock and Manning, 1997), leaving those remaining in cohabiting unions with lower economic
resources. Thus, the children who are born into or grow up in cohabiting households may suffer
the “double whammy” of instability and lower economic resources which may increase their risk
of poor outcomes.

Unfortunately, little is known about cohabiting parents specifically, and a another group,
romantically involved couples that are not living together when the child is born but plan to raise
their child together; nor about the outcomes of these unmarried couples’ children. The goal of
this paper is to broaden our understanding of these couples in relation to married couples, in
terms of their human capital, attitudes about marriage and gender roles, and relationship quality.

I argue that there is considerable diversity among unmarried parents and that the differences are

! These percentages are derived from responses to the question “Do you [and the baby’s father] have plans to marry
[or live together for non cohabiting couples] in the near future?” In the subsequent analysis, the groups of
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strongly related to two variables: whether or not the parents live together and whether or not they
plan to marry.

In the next section of the paper I discuss previous research on unmarried parents,
focusing mainly on cohabiting couples and the importance of marriage intentions in
differentiating cohabiting couples. In the third section I describe the data, variables, and
methods used in my analysis. In the fourth section I present the results, and in the final section I

draw conclusions and discuss policy implications.

PREVIOUS STUDIES

Previous research on the family has focused mainly on comparing the economic
resources and child outcomes of married, divorced, and single-parent families, providing a clear
understanding that married parents have substantially more resources than unmarried families,
which contribute significantly to differences in child outcomes (McLanahan and Sandefur,
1994).

More recently, with the decline in marriage and rise in cohabitation, researchers have
begun to look extensively at cohabiting couples in relation to married couples, attempting to
discern if cohabitation is an alternative to marriage or a stage in the marriage process (Smock,
2000). Two general conclusions arise from the research on cohabiting couples. First, they differ
significantly from married couples and singles in many ways (Smock, 2000), and secondly,
cohabiting couples differ significantly from each other (Brown and Booth, 1996; Casper and
Sayer, 2000).

Cohabiting couples are likely to be less educated and have lower incomes than married

couples (Bumpass and Lu, 2000; Nock, 1995; Smock, 2000). They are also likely to categorize

nonmarried participants are divided based on the reported likelihood of marrying in the near future.
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themselves as liberal versus conservative, have more egalitarian gender roles, and be less
religious than married couples (Clarkberg, Stolzenberg, and Waite, 1995; Smock, 2000).
Cohabiting couples also report less satisfaction and happiness with their relationships and lower
relationship quality overall, which may contribute to the greater instability of cohabiting couples
compared to married partners (Nock, 1995, Brown and Booth, 1996). When cohabitors are
compared to both married couples and singles in terms of socioeconomic characteristics and
views on marriage, they fall between the two, but are generally more similar to singles than
married couples (Rindfus and VandenHuevel, 1990).

Despite the differences between married and cohabiting couples and singles, it is
important not to view cohabiting couples as a monolithic group. Casper and Sayer (2000)
identified four distinct types of cohabiting couples based on attitudes about marriage and
intentions to marry. Some cohabiting couples consider cohabitation a substitute for marriage.
They usually have rather stable relationships, but these relationships persist as cohabitation and
are not likely to transition into marriage. Another group of cohabitors views cohabitation as a
precursor to marriage. These couples are the most likely to transition to marriage and their
attitudes are most similar to married couples. Two other cohabiting groups are those that use
cohabitation as a trial period for marriage and those that see it as an alternative to steady dating.
Each of these unions is likely to dissolve and not result in marriage or continued cohabitation. In
general, intentions or expectations to marry are highly correlated with behavior.

Other research confirms the importance of expectations of marriage in differentiating
unmarried groups and their transition to marriage (Brown and Booth, 1996; Brown 2000; Waller
and McLanahan, 2001). Brown and Booth (1996) found that although cohabitors reported lower

relationship quality than married couples overall, these differences could be largely explained by



DRAFT 2/5/02

expectations for marriage. Most cohabitors expect to marry, and those with high marriage
expectations have similar relationship quality as married couples. Brown (2000) shows that
cohabitors’ relationship assessment and expectations of marriage are positively linked with union
transition, while Waller and McLanahan (2001) find that while mutual expectations for marriage
and cohabitation are both important in predicting marriage among unmarried parents, marriage
expectations have a larger effect than living arrangement.

Marriage intentions are a declaration of being in the marriage market, therefore, it is
understandable that this group would be more likely to marry, and that this variable would
differentiate unmarried couples along other domains as well. Marriage intentions are not always
mutual between partners (Bumpass, Sweet, and Cherlin, 1991, Brown and Booth, 1996, Brown
2000), but even with partner disagreement, the results change little (Brown and Booth, 1996).

Despite all that has been learned recently about cohabiting couples, two gaps remain in
the current research. Little is known about cohabiting couples with children in relation to
married parents (see Manning and Lichter, 1996 as an exception), and virtually no research has
looked at romantically involved couples that are trying to jointly raise a child while not living
together (identified as visitors in this paper).

This paper extends the research on family structure comparisons in three ways. I focus
exclusively on new parents; I compare visiting as well as cohabiting couples to married couples;
and [ differentiate unmarried couples by their living arrangement and marriage intentions.
Understanding the differences between married and unmarried parents, and the differences
among unmarried parents can help target policies to help unmarried families become more

stable.
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I predict that married couples will have higher human capital, attitudes more favorable
for marriage, and better relationship quality than cohabitors or visitors. However, among the
unmarried, it is unclear if cohabiting and visiting couples with high marriage intentions will be
more similar to married couples, or if cohabitors, regardless of marriage intentions, will be more
similar to married couples especially in their attitudes and relationship quality, given the higher

level commitment generally associated with cohabitation.

DATA/VARIABLES/METHODOLOGY

This analysis uses newly available data from the Fragile Families and Child Well-Being
Study. This data set allows for a comparison of cohabiting and visiting parents to married parents
with a new child. The study collected baseline data in twenty cities throughout the United States
from 1998 to 2000, and is nationally representative of cities of more than 200,000 people. A
cohort of married and unmarried mothers were interviewed in the hospital at the birth of their
child. In addition, the study interviewed the fathers of these children, which allows for a better
understanding of these fragile families.”

For this paper, baseline information from 4221 mothers in all twenty cities is used. The
mothers’ attitude information is used rather than couple information, since not all fathers
responded to the survey and including them would reduce the sample size and bias it based on a
selective response rate. In addition, the sample is limited to mothers who report having a
relationship with the baby’s father and plan to jointly raise their child. This excludes 651

mothers that are not in a romantic relationship.

? For more information on the FFCW study see the website at the Center for Research on Child Well-Being:
http://crcw.princeton.edu.
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To determine the basic level of difference in capacity and attitudes between married and
unmarried parents, I began by dividing the unmarried mothers into two groups: cohabitors
(n=1774) and visitors (n=1261). I compared these two unmarried groups to married parents
(n=1186) along several domains including their human capital, attitudes about marriage, attitudes
about gender roles, and relationship quality.

Human capital includes the mother’s and father’s employment, education, and self-
reported health status, and mean household income. Employment for the mother is defined as
working in the year prior to the birth of the child. Employment for the father means the father
worked for wages within the two weeks prior to the baby’s birth. Education is assessed for
mother and father as less than high school, high school, some college or technical training, and
college education or more. Health status refers to the mother’s assessment of the mother or
father’s current health status based on a four-point scale ranging from excellent to poor. Fair and
poor responses were combined to create three health categories. Household income was imputed
based on demographic and earnings characteristics of the mother and father if he lived in the
household . Father’s employment and education are based on the father’s report where available,
and supplemented with the mother’s report for 664 observations.

The attitudes about marriage are assessed using three scales (pro marriage for the couple,
pro marriage for the child, and marriage as a financial institution) based on a composite of the
mother’s responses to various interview questions for each attitude. The pro marriage for the
couple scale is comprised of responses to two questions: “It is better for a couple to get married
than just live together” and “Living together is just the same as being married” (opposite coded).
Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree), for a maximum score of 8.

The pro marriage for the child scale was based on the two questions: “A single mother can bring
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up a child as well as a married couple” (opposite coded) and “It is better for children if their
parents are married.” This scale also had a maximum score of 8. The marriage as a financial
institution scale was comprised of three questions. One question, “The main advantage of

2

marriage is financial security,” allows for the same set of 1 to 4 responses as the questions
mentioned above, but I recoded it on a three point scale, collapsing agree (3) and strongly agree
(4) into one category. The other two questions come from the larger question “How important
do you think the following qualities are for a successful marriage?” 1 recoded the three point
scale so that 3 equaled very important and 1 equaled not important on the responses to “the
husband having a steady job”, and ““ the wife having a steady job.” The maximum score for this
scale is 9.

To assess a mother’s attitudes about gender roles, I developed a scale to measure the
degree to which she has “traditional” gender role views, and a scale to measure gender distrust.
Each of these scales is based on two questions with a 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree)
response, with a maximum score of 8. The traditional gender role scale is comprised of the two
questions: “The important decisions in the family should be made by the man,” and “ It is better
if the husband earns the living and the woman cares for the family.” The gender trust scale is
based on the two questions “In dating, a man is largely out to take advantage of a woman,” and
“Men cannot be trusted to be faithful.”

Finally, to measure the mother’s relationship quality with the baby’s father, I developed
three scales. One is based on the mother’s report of disagreement with the father about money,
spending time together, sex, the pregnancy, drugs/alcohol, and being faithful. The responses

range from 1 (often) to 3 (never) for a maximum score of 18, with a high score indicating high

levels of agreement. The second scale for relationship quality assesses physical abuse and verbal

10
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insults. The questions are based on a 1 (often) to 3 (never) response, such that a high score
indicates there is no abuse in the relationship. The third relationship quality scale measures the
degree of support the mother feels from the father. The three questions in this scale include:
“Baby’s father is fair and willing to compromise,” “Baby’s father expresses affection or love for
you,” and “Baby’s father encourages you or helps you do things that are important to you.” Each
of the questions is based on a 1 to 3 scale, recoded so that 3 represents often, for a total of nine.

I present the predicted odds ratio of scoring “high” on each of the attitude and
relationship quality scales, controlling for mother’s race, age, employment, education, and
health, and father’s employment. High is defined as scoring 6 out of 8 on the pro marriage for
the couple and child scales and the two attitudes about gender roles scales; 9 out of 9 on the
marriage as a financial institution scale and supportiveness scale; 4 out of 6 on the abuse scale (a
mother has to report that the father hits and insults at least sometimes); and 9 out of 18 on the
disagreement scale. In this case, the respondents have to disagree “often” (1) about three of the
areas and at least “sometimes” (2) about the others.

To better understand differences among unmarried couples, I divided the unmarried
parents into four groups based on living arrangement and expectations of marriage. I compare
these four unmarried groups to each other and to the married parents along the same human
capital and attitudinal domains as mentioned above. The four unmarried groups include:
cohabiting/high (n=1390), cohabiting/low (n=384), visiting/high (n=619), and visiting/low
(n=642) with cohabiting and visiting representing their living arrangement, and high and low
representing the mother’s reported chances of marriage in the near future, based on her answer to
the question “What do you think the chances are that you will marry the baby’s father in the

future.” Five responses were possible: no chance, a little chance, a 50-50 chance, a pretty good

11
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chance, and an almost certain chance. High represents those that report their chances of
marriage as pretty good or almost certain, and low represents a response of a 50-50 chance or
less. Eighteen mothers did not respond to this question and were thus eliminated from the
sample at the beginning of the analysis.

To further determine if married and unmarried mothers differ in attitudes given similar
capacity, and to understand how unmarried mothers differ from one another, I performed OLS
regressions using the eight attitude scale measures mentioned above as dependent variables. [
controlled for relationship status as well as mother’s age, race, and human capital (education,
employment, and health status) and father’s employment. In doing this, I am only trying to
determine if attitudes and relationship quality differ by relationship status holding capacity
constant. [ am not trying to prove causality or direction between attitudes and relationship status.
It is likely that couples have high marriage expectations because they are more pro marriage or
are in supportive relationships, for example. Yet identifying how these couples differ in attitudes
given similar capacity allows for better targeting of services for each group.

I incorporated two models into the analysis. The first model compares cohabitors and
visitors to married, controlling for all the variables listed above except marriage expecations.
The second model interacts living arrangement with expectations of marriage, and compares the
four unmarried groups to married. I run F tests to determine if the four unmarried groups differ

significantly from one another.

12
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RESULTS

Table 1 provides an overview of unmarried parents’ demographic and human capital
characteristics in relation to married parents, without consideration of marriage intentions. The
results show that the largest differences exist between married and unmarried moms and dads,
particularly in father’s employment, mean household income, and college education.. Married
parents are more likely to be white and are about five years older than unmarried parents.
Married mothers, and particularly married fathers, are more likely to be employed than
cohabiting or visiting parents. Over 90 percent of married dads worked within the two weeks
prior to the baby’s birth compared to only 81 percent of cohabiting fathers and only two-thirds of
visiting fathers. In addition, married households have over double the household income of
unmarried households, which is consistent with Manning and Lichter’s (1996) findings. One of
the largest differences between unmarried and married parents is in their education, which could
influence the household income. Married parents are significantly more likely to have graduated
from high school and the differences in college education are huge. About one-third of married
parents have a college education or higher, compared to close to only three percent of unmarried
parents. Finally, married mothers report better health for themselves and their partner, and are
much less likely to report poor health.

Among the unmarried parents, cohabitors fall between married couples and visitors on all
demographic and capacity measures, yet they are much more similar to visiting parents than to
married parents. Cohabitors are less likely than visitors to be Black, and they are more likely
than visiting parents to be employed, particularly the cohabiting fathers. Cohabiting households
have higher household incomes than women’s households who are in visiting relationships, yet

the difference is rather small considering the opportunity for income pooling among cohabitors.
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This is probably a result of many visiting mothers living with another relative and sharing their
income. Cohabitors and visitors have similar education levels and self-reported health status.
However, visiting mothers report a much larger gap in the health status of themselves and the
child’s father than do cohabitors.

Table 2 shows the differences in attitudes and relationship quality between married and
unmarried mothers, again without regard to marriage expectations. I present the predicted
probabilities of scoring high (as defined in the previous section) on the five attitude and three
relationship quality scales, controlling for the means of mother’s race, age, employment,
education, and health, and father’s employment.

As predicted, married mothers are more pro marriage than unmarried mothers, especially
in terms of marriage for the couple. Surprisingly, less than half of married moms, and only about
a quarter of unmarried moms, think marriage is best for their child.

Married mothers also consider marriage as less of a financial institution than cohabiting
or visiting moms. However, it is not clear if these attitudes changed after they married or not.
Before they wed, they could have placed a high value on the financial security of marriage. Yet,
if their financial security increased as a result of marriage they might have come to value other
aspects of their marriage besides the financial benefits.

Married moms are also much more traditional and are more trusting of men than are
cohabiting or visiting moms. They also report stronger relationship quality overall, yet
cohabitors and married moms report similar levels of support from the father. As with the
demographic and capacity measures, the largest differences are generally between married and

unmarried mothers, rather than among unmarried moms.
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Cohabiting mothers report less favorable attitudes about marriage for the couple than do
visiting moms, but more pro marriage attitudes for the child. It seems reasonable that cohabitors
would consider cohabitation a similar state as marriage, given that they have chosen to cohabit
rather than marry. Cohabiting mothers fall between married and visiting moms on all other
scales, but again, they are more similar to visitors than married mothers.

Table 2 also presents the proportion of cohabiting and visiting moms that report their
chances of marrying the baby’s father are better than 50-50. Over three-quarters of cohabiting
moms report high marriage expectations, compared to close to half of visiting mothers. If high
marriage expectations are the result of having higher capacity, and having attitudes and
relationships that are more similar to married couples, then I would expect cohabitors to report
higher marriage expectations, but the difference in expectations between the two groups is quite
substantial.

Table 3 provides a more nuanced comparison of unmarried parents in relation to married
parents by grouping them according to their living arrangement and expectations of marriage.
This shows that comparing cohabiting and visiting parents, without regard to their marriage
intentions, does not provide the full story. Within cohabiting and visiting couples those in which
the mother has high expectations of marriage have higher human capital and look more like
married couples than do couples with low marriage expectations. For example, cohabitors are
less likely to be Black than are visitors, yet cohabitors and visitors with high marriage intentions
are less likely to be Black than are their low expectation counterparts. This holds true for
employment as well. In general, those with high marriage expectations have higher education
levels than parents with low expectations, regardless of living arrangement, and this also holds

true for self-reported health status.
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Table 4 shows the differences in attitudes and relationship quality between the five
relationship types. Again, both living arrangement and marriage expectations are important
factors for consideration. In general, cohabitors have attitudes more favorable for marriage and
better relationship quality than do visitors, but this is largely explained by their higher
expectations of marriage. Mothers with high marriage intentions, regardless of living
arrangement, have attitudes and relationships that are more similar to married mothers than do
those with low intentions to marry. The only exception to this in is thinking of marriage as a
financial institution, in which cohabitors, regardless of marriage expectations are more like
married moms.

Some of the biggest areas of differences between moms with high and low marriage
expectations are the mother’s beliefs about the benefits of marriage for a child, her trust in men,
and the quality of her relationship with the child’s father. Living arrangement is a poor indicator
of a mother’s response on these variables, whereas marriage intentions differentiate the
unmarried mothers quite distinctly and show that mothers with high marriage intentions are more
similar to married mothers. In fact, cohabiting and visiting moms with high marriage
expectations report higher levels of support, and lower levels of abuse from the baby’s father
than do married moms.

Tables 5 through 7 present the results of OLS regressions with the eight attitude scale
measures as the dependent variables. These results show similar findings as presented above.
When the unmarried mothers are considered as two groups, such that cohabiting and visiting
mothers’ attitudes are compared to married mothers’, cohabitors are generally more like married

than are visitors. However, when the unmarried mothers are divided into four groups based on
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living arrangement and expectations of marriage, those with higher plans of marriage are
generally more similar to married on most variables.
Attitudes About Marriage

Table 5 presents the results of the three scales that assess a mother’s attitudes about
marriage. The first two columns show the results for the pro marriage for the couple scale.
Model 1 compares cohabiting and visiting mothers to married mothers and shows that visitors
are more like married mothers and are significantly more promarriage for the couple than are
cohabitors (p=.0008). However, model 2 shows that these differences based solely on living
arrangement are misleading. Those with high expectations of marriage are more like married
mothers, and are significantly more likely to be pro marriage for the couple than are those with
low expectations of marriage. African Americans are the most pro marriage for the couple,
which is interesting given that as a group they have the lowest rates of marriage. In addition,
more education increases one’s likelihood of thinking of marriage as a good institution and
father’s employment is also slightly significant.

The next two columns present the results of the pro marriage for the child’s well-being
scale. Model 1 shows that cohabitors are more like married than are visitors, but model 2 reveals
that plans to marry are a more accurate indicator of being similar to married moms. Those with
high expectations of marriage are significantly more pro marriage for the child’s well-being than
are those with low expectations. On this scale, African Americans are the least pro marriage, all
else being equal. Further, mothers with a college degree are more pro marriage for the child,
while mother’s who work think marriage is less important for the child. Mother’s employment
might make the mom feel more capable of taking care of the child on her own, and therefore

reduce the necessity of marriage.
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The final two columns in Table 5 show the results of the marriage as a financial
institution scale. These results are consistent with the predicted probabilities presented earlier.
Regardless of plans to marry, visitors consider marriage more of a financial institution than do
cohabitors or married mothers. However, within living arrangement, the results differ slightly
from the previous analyses. For cohabitors, there is no significant difference between those with
plans to marry and those with low marriage intentions. However, visitors with high expectations
of marriage are significantly more likely than those with low expectations to view marriage as a
financial institution. African Americans are the most likely to consider of the financial benefits
of marriage. Higher education reduces a mother’s tendency to think of marriage as a financial
institution, while her employment increases her likelihood.

Attitudes About Gender Roles

Table 6 presents the results from the two scales that assess a mother’s attitudes about
gender roles. The first two columns show the results of traditional gender roles. Model 1 shows
that both cohabitors and visitors are less traditional than married moms, and that visitors are the
least traditional. However, model 2 shows that those with high expectations of marriage,
regardless of living arrangement are more traditional than those with low expectations of
marriage. Non-Hispanic white women report being the least traditional, all else equal. Further,
the more education the mother has, the less traditional she is, and if she is employed she is less
traditional. Excellent health is also associated with being less traditional.

The second two columns in Table 6 show the results of the gender distrust scale. This
shows once again that trust is a huge area of concern. Those with low expectations of marriage,

regardless of living arrangement, are much more likely to report that they do not trust men.
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Hispanics are the least trusting, while more education, mother’s and father’s employment, and
better health are associated with more trust.
Relationship Quality

Finally, Table 8 shows the results of the three scales that measure relationship quality as
assessed by the mother. The first two columns show that cohabiting and visiting couples have
more disagreement than married couples, and that overall, visiting couples have the most.
However, model 2 shows that expectations of marriage are again the better indicator. Those with
high expectations of marriage have higher levels of agreement in their relationships. African
Americans have the most disagreement, while college education and better health are associated
with more agreement.

The next two columns measure lack of abuse in the relationship. Model 1 shows that
there are only slight differences between married and nonmarried couples in terms of physical
and verbal abuse. However, model 2 shows that those with low expectations of marriage are
much more likely to report abuse than are those with high expectations. In fact, there is no
difference in reports of abuse between married moms and moms with high marriage
expectations. Race and education are not significant factors in abuse, yet father’s employment is
significantly linked to lower reports of abuse by the mother. This model cannot prove causality,
and abusive behavior is not likely to change without serious intervention. But it does imply that
increasing the human capital of the fathers may have positive impacts on a couples’ relationship.

The last two columns present the level of support the father shows as reported by the
mother. Model 1 shows that cohabiting fathers are significantly more supportive than are
married fathers, and visiting fathers are significantly less supportive than married. Model 2

shows a different picture. Again, those with high expectations of marriage, regardless of living
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arrangement report the father is more supportive. This is also a huge area of difference between
those with high and low expectations of marriage. College educated women report the father’s
of their children are more supportive, and father employment and excellent health is also linked

to more support.

DISCUSSION AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

The results suggest expectations of marriage are a key indicator of a couple’s marriage
potential. Comparing married couples to unmarried couples, based on living arrangement alone,
provides incomplete information regarding the differences in human capital, attitudes, and
relationship quality. Cohabitors are more similar to married couples than are visitors, but this is
largely explained by differences in marriage expectations. Interacting living arrangement with
marriage intentions shows that high expectations of marriage predict an unmarried mother’s
similarity to a married mothers, regardless of living arrangement. The only exception to this is in
considering marriage a financial institution.

This paper extended the current research on comparing cohabiting couples to married
couples in three ways. I focused only on new parents, so the results show the differences
between married and unmarried parents, rather than couples with and without children.

Secondly, I included romantically involved couples that were not living together at the
child’s birth, but plan to raise their child together (visitors). The results show that including this
group in subsequent analyses is important when considering options to help stabilize unmarried
families. Visitors are similar to cohabitors on most domains, and those with high marriage
expectations are perhaps better candidates for marriage than cohabitors with low expectations of

marriage.
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Finally, by differentiating the unmarried parents based on their living arrangement and
marriage expectations, I showed that parents with higher marriage expectations have higher
human capital, attitudes more favorable for marriage, and better relationship quality than do
couples with low marriage intentions. Mothers seem to align their expectations of marriage with
their attitudes (particularly about gender roles) and relationship quality. Simply asking a mother
if she plans to marry the father of her child may yield a great deal of information on the quality
of the relationship and the couple’s marriage potential.

This is useful information for targeting policies toward the right individuals. Policy
makers can choose to focus on increasing human capital or attempt to change attitudes so that
they are more favorable for marriage and improve the couples’ relationship quality. Couples with
plans to marry seem to be better potential marriage candidates in terms of relationship quality
and attitudes. However, their capacity is still significantly lower than that of married couples.
Education and training, and employment programs might be the right solution for these couples,
with minimal relationship counseling. For couples with no plans to marry, they also need human
capital development, but they need intensive counseling, particularly in the areas of gender
distrust and increasing their relationship quality. Marriage might not be appropriate for them,
but they do share a child and need to learn to interact with one another for the child’s well being
— especially if they are cohabiting.

Overall, this analysis confirms that high expectations of marriage is an important
indicator in terms of a couple’s marriage potential and must be considered in addition to living
arrangement. Further, the differences among the unmarried couple’s reveals that a one-size-fits-

all type of policy might be ineffective in meeting the diverse needs of unmarried couples.
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Table 1: Demographic and Human Capital Variables by Relationship Status

Married Cohabiting Visiting
N=1186 N=1774 N=1261
Relationship 28.1 42.0 29.9
Mother’s Race
White 41.9 18.1 7.9
Black 24.8 44 .4 69.2
Hispanic 254 34.2 19.9
Other 7.9 33 3.1
Father’s Race
White 41.2 15.1 54
Black 26.2 46.8 72.0
Hispanic 24.4 34.7 19.7
Other 8.2 34 2.9
Age
Mother’s Age 293 24.2 23.5
Father’s Age 31.7 27.1 26.4
Employment
Mother 71.4 68.9 61.9
Father* 91.4 80.6 66.7
Mean Household Income** 56,763 26,779 21,739
Education
Mother’s
Less than H.S. 16.6 40.1 40.9
High School 19.9 334 34.2
Some College 28.8 23.3 22.0
College 34.6 32 2.9
Father’s*
Less than H.S. 16.9 39.8 39.6
High School 24.6 35.0 40.9
Some College 27.7 21.9 16.9
College 30.7 3.2 2.5
Health
Mother’s
Excellent 73.4 62.1 64.9
Good 22.2 29.1 26.9
Poor 4.4 8.8 8.2
Father’s
Excellent 68.1 62.0 52.4
Good 15.1 20.4 15.1
Poor 6.0 8.1 7.3

*Father’s employment and education are based on father’s report where available, and supplemented
with mother’s report.
** Household income is imputed.
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Table 2: Predicted Probabilities of Attitudes About Marriage, Gender Roles, and
Relationship Quality by Relationship Status

Married Cohabiting Visiting
N=1186 N=1774 N=1261
Attitudes About Marriage
Pro Marriage for Couple 67.0 35.4 402
Pro Marriage for Child’s
Well-Being 46.4 26.1 20.7
Marriage as a Financial
Institution 19.1 27.3 30.7
Attitudes About Gender
Roles
Traditional Gender Roles 16.1 101 2.9
Gender Distrust 59 71 R3
Relationship Quality
Often Disagree 07 11 21
Often Abusive 29 37 45
Often Supportive 447 46.9 31.9

Marriage Expectations

Mother believes her chances
of marriage to the father are NA 78.4 49.1
greater than 50-50

Odds ratios of those who agree or strongly agree are listed, except for relationship quality, which is noted. Control
and human capital measures (mother’s race, age, employment, education, and health, and father’s employment) are
controlled at their means. Marriage expectations are unadjusted.
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Table 3: Demographic and Human Capital Variables
by Relationship Status and Expectations of Marriage

Cohabiting/ Cohabiting/ Visiting/ Visiting/
High Chance of Low Chance of High Chance of Low Chance of
Married Marriage Marriage Marriage Marriage
N=1186 N=1390 N=384 N=619 N=642
Relationship 28.1 329 9.1 14.7 15.2
Mother’s Race
White 41.9 20.4 9.9 8.7 7.0
Black 24.8 41.9 534 68.0 70.3
Hispanic 25.4 34.4 33.6 20.0 19.8
Other 7.9 34 3.1 32 2.9
Father’s Race
White 41.2 17.2 7.3 7.1 3.7
Black 26.2 44.5 55.5 70.1 73.8
Hispanic 24.4 34.8 34.6 20.0 19.3
Other 8.2 3.6 2.6 2.8 3.1
Age
Mother’s Age 293 242 24.4 23.1 239
Father’s Age 31.7 26.9 27.7 25.7 27.0
Employment
Mother 71.4 69.9 65.6 65.1 58.9
Father* 91.4 81.9 75.8 70.3 63.2
Mean Household
Income** 56,763 27,582 23,870 23,998 19,563
Education
Mother’s
Less than H.S. 16.6 38.1 47.7 36.2 45.5
High School 19.9 343 29.9 36.7 31.8
Some College 28.8 24.0 20.6 24.2 19.9
College 34.6 3.6 1.8 2.9 2.8
Father’s*
Less than H.S. 16.9 38.3 45.3 35.1 43.9
High School 24.6 35.0 34.9 44.1 38.0
Some College 27.7 23.4 16.4 18.7 15.3
College 30.7 33 3.4 2.1 2.8
Health
Mother’s
Excellent 73.4 64.0 55.2 66.4 63.4
Good 222 27.8 33.6 27.1 26.8
Poor 4.4 8.1 11.2 6.5 9.8
Father’s
Excellent 68.1 63.6 56.5 57.7 47.4
Good 15.1 20.1 21.6 16.8 13.5
Poor 6.0 7.6 10.4 5.7 9.1

*Father’s employment and education are based on father’s report where available, and supplemented with mother’s
report. ** Household income is imputed.
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Table 4: Predicted Probabilities of Attitudes About Marriage, Gender Roles, and
Relationship Quality by Relationship Status and Expectations of Marriage

Cohabiting/ Cohabiting/ Visiting/ Visiting/
High Chance of Low Chance of High Chance of Low Chance of
Married Marriage Marriage Marriage Marriage
N=1186 N=1390 N=384 N=619 N=642
Attitudes About
Marriage
Pro Marriage for
Couple 67.2 38.0 26.2 47.8 324
Pro Marriage for
Child’s Well- 46.6 28.3 17.9 25.1 162
Being
Marriage as a
Financial 19.1 27.6 26.2 322 29.3
Institution
Attitudes About
Gender Roles
Traditional
Gender Roles 16.1 10.1 9.8 9.9 7.9
Gender Distrust 5.1 5.6 12.8 5.4 11.4
Relationship
Quality
Often Disagree 0.7 0.9 1.9 1.4 2.9
Often Abusive 22 22 93 1.6 7.4
Often Supportive 447 533 26.1 478 19.8

Odds ratios of those who agree or strongly agree are listed, except for relationship quality, which is noted. Control
and human capital measures (mother’s race, age, employment, education, and health, and father’s employment) are

controlled at their means.
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Table 5: Results from OLS Regressions of Attitudes about Marriage

Pro Marriage for the Pro Marriage for the Marriage as a
Couple Child’s Well-Being Financial Institution
(Maximum=8) (Maximum=8) (Maximum=9)
1) 2 1) 2 1) 2

Relationship

Status

(Married)

Cohabiting - 92Kk - 58%H* ) holae
Cohabiting/High - 7HE - 53k 30HE
Cohabiting/Low -] ] 5% - 78FE 34k

Visiting =T THEE - J9HE 3Gtk

Visiting/High -6 FE - 5%k A4k
Visiting/Low - Q5HE - 9Ok 36wk

Demographics

Age Mother .00 .00 O]k 01%%% .00 .00

Race Mother

(Black)
White =34k - 35%k 4k 2% - 56FFE 5wk
Hispanic - 4%k -4 3k ] 9E* 8 -.08#* -.08%#*
Other -.14 -.15% 3 5Hek Rl -2]%* -2]%*

Human Capital

Education Mother
(< High School)

High School .04 .02 -.08* -.09%#* .02 -.02
Some College 1 8FHE Jdo%** -.04 -.06 S U lolol B kol
College 36w KT 26%E 24k - 59HHE - 5Ok
Employment
Mother -.02 -.02 - [ 4k - 14k 4k 4k
Father 10%* .09* .06 .04 -.01 -.01
Health Mother
Great 01 -.01 .05 -.03 -.04 -.04
Good -.03 -.04 .03 .02 -.02 -.02
(Poor)
Constant 6.04%**  6.07%** 5.10%** 5.13%** 7.69%*% 7 6OF*k*
N 4221 4221 4221 4221 4221 4221
R-squared .1425 1513 1323 .1436 1481 .1485

*** P value less than or equal to .01
** P value less than or equal to .05
* P value less than or equal to .10
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Table 6: Results from OLS Regressions of Attitudes about Gender Roles

Traditional Gender Roles

(Maximum=2g)

Gender Distrust
(Maximum=2g)

1) (2) 1) (2)
Relationship Status
(Married)
Cohabiting -2k L 8HEH
Cohabiting/High =20k 09%*
Cohabiting/Low - 2%k A9HHH
Visiting - 20%k 28HHH
Visiting/High VA Rl 2%
Visiting/Low - 37E* A5%H*
Demographics
Age Mother 3k 3% L02%%* L27%%
Race Mother
(Black)
White -.10%* - 11%* -2 5%k - Q%K
Hispanic 5%k 34Ex 2%k 24%H%
Other 33wk 33k 19%* - 13%*
Human Capital
Education Mother
(< High School)
High School =3 - 32%%* -2 Ul
Some College - SE* - 52%A* -.39%** - 37**
College =76 ** ST TEEE -.59% % - 58HH*
Employment
Mother - 20%%* -.30%** - 14%* 8 Klolo
Father .09%* .08* o Rlaol - 14k
Health Mother
Great -.14%* - 14%* - 3E* - 20% %
Good -.09 -.09 - 1 7E* - 15%*
(Poor)
Constant 4.05%%* 4.06%** 4.09%** 4.06%**
N 4221 4221 4221 4221
R-squared .1032 .1046 1287 1455

*** P value less than or equal to
** P value less than or equal to
* P value less than or equal to
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Table 7: Results from OLS Regressions of Relationship Quality

Agreement Lack of Abuse Supportiveness
(Maximum=18) (Maximum=6) (Maximum=9)
@ (2) 1) (2) (1) (2)

Relationship Status

(Married)

Cohabiting - 35k -.Q7** VAR okl
Cohabiting/High -.19%* -.00 3Ok
Cohabiting/Low - 99k - 33k - 44k

Visiting -.59%** -.05% - Q2% K

Visiting/High - 24%* .05 26%H*
Visiting/Low =97 A - 16%** - J3HHH

Demographics

Age Mother .01 -.01 -.Q1E* - Q1 E* - O FH* - Q

Race Mother

(Black)
White 3 26%* 06%** .05%* 3% .08
Hispanic SOHHk S6%E* .04* .03 -.02 -.06
Other 33k 31* -.07 -.08%* .03 -.00

Human Capital

Education Mother
(< High School)

High School -.04 -.09 -.00 -.02 .08* .02
Some College -.01 -.05 .03 .01 4k .09%*
College 60%** S56%E* .06* .05 35k AS Aol
Employment
Mother .02 .01 .02 .02 .03 .02
Father 7% 13 Q9#E* Q8*H* J6%E* 2%k
Health Mother
Great JT4EEE 69FH* .06%* .05 33wk 2T
Good QT A4k .05 .04 5 A1
(Poor)
Constant 15.06%**  15.13%#*  57¢%**  5779%*kx 7 q3Hxk 7 QP Hk*
N 4221 4221 4221 4221 4221 4221
R-squared .0562 .0731 0192 .0505 .0526 1344
*** P value less than or equal to .01
** P value less than or equal to .05
* P value less than or equal to .10
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