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I. Abstract 
 
Drawing on two waves of data from in-depth interviews with men and women who were 
cohabiting at the first interview, this paper explores the factors and decision-making 
processes that lead young adults to marry, remain cohabiting, or dissolve their unions. 
While several quantitative studies based on survey data have examined transitions out of 
cohabiting unions, we have little direct evidence about why cohabitors decide to change 
the status of their relationship or to remain cohabiting. The richness afforded by 
longitudinal qualitative data is likely to lead to an enriched understanding of an 
increasingly common family form by tapping cohabitors’ perceptions, feelings, and 
cognitions.  Additionally, this paper is based on the premise that qualitative data are vital 
to move beyond the knowledge afforded by quantitative analyses to include a broader set 
of influences not always measured in large-scale surveys. 
 
II. Background and Current Investigation 
 
Cohabitation clearly remains on an upward swing.  Recent data from the 2002 National 
Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) suggest that over 60% of women ages 25-39 have 
cohabited at least once (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 2006).  
Comparable figures for the same age group from the 1995 NSFG, just seven years earlier, 
is 47-49% (Bumpass and Lu 2000).   A change of this magnitude in such a short period of 
time is striking.  Indeed, cohabitation has become an integral part of the courtship 
process, and even adolescents are expressing an interest in cohabiting at some point in the 
future (Manning, Longmore, and Giordano 2007). 
 
This project draws on roughly in-depth interviews with roughly 50 working-class and 
lower middle-class cohabiting men and women, who were subsequently re-interviewed a 
year and half to two years after the baseline interview.  Our central research goal is to 
gain an in-depth understanding of why some cohabitors go on to marry, some break-up, 
and others remain cohabiting.   
 
While there have been some quantitative studies examining the outcomes of cohabiting 
unions using longitudinal or retrospective data (Brown 2000; Duvander 1999; Manning 
and Smock 1995; Oppenheimer 2003; Osborne 2005; Osborne et al. forthcoming; Sassler 
and McNally 2003; Smock and Manning 1997; Wu and Pollard 2000), we have little 
direct evidence about why cohabitors decide to change the status of their relationship. 
That is, what lies behind the associations between various independent variables available 
via survey data and cohabitors’ decision-making processes?  The richness afforded by 
longitudinal qualitative data is likely to lead to an enriched understanding of union 
transitions and the perceptions and cognitions underlying them. As Lin (1998) argues, 
analyses based on quantitative data can often provide us with the what – that two or more 
variables are related and that there may be a credible causal story – but it cannot 
necessarily provide us with the how and the why.   
 
Note that we are just as interested in the stability of cohabitation as in transitions out of 
cohabitation. Cohabitation is not a steppingstone to marriage, the modern equivalent of a 
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formal engagement, for all couples.  Manning and Smock (2002), focusing on women 
who were living with a boyfriend in 1995, find that one-quarter of them explicitly state 
that they do not expect to marry him.  Further, there is also evidence that cohabiting 
relationships are increasingly likely to dissolve and less likely to lead to marriage, 
suggesting the importance of not focusing solely on marriage as the critical outcome of 
interest (Manning and Smock 2002; Raley and Bumpass 2003).  
 
Our paper makes at least three other contributions to knowledge about cohabitation in the 
United States. First, we aim to move beyond the scope of quantitative surveys to include 
a broader set of factors not always measured in large-scale surveys.   
 
Second, unlike the few studies drawing on qualitative data to address our general topic 
(as well as some quantitative studies), our sample is not restricted to new parents (e.g., 
Edin, Kefalas, and Reed 2004; Gibson-Davis, Edin, and McLanahan 2005; Osborne 
2005).  It contains childless men and women as well, offering a potentially less restrictive 
understanding of what spurs cohabitors to the altar, to remain living together, or to 
dissolve the union. Including individuals who are childless is also important because it 
echoes the composition of cohabiting couples today. Approximately 60% of cohabiting 
unions do not include children (Fields and Casper 2001).  
  
Finally, we are sensitive to possible differences in processes by race and ethnicity.  
Although all racial-ethnic groups are equally likely to experience cohabitation, African-
Americans are less likely to transform that cohabitation into marriage (Brown 2000; 
Manning and Smock 1995; Raley and Bumpass 2003). While some of this difference has 
been attributed to economic factors, residual differences remain.   
 
III. Data and Methods   
  
Our data are drawn from interviews with young adults who were cohabiting when first 
interviewed in 2002, largely between April and October (n=54). Of these, we 
successfully re-interviewed 46, with the follow-up interviews occurring 18 to 24 months 
later. By the time of the re-interview, 11% were married, 39% broken up, and 50% were 
still cohabiting. 
 
In terms of basic sociodemographic characteristics, our analytic sample is 59% female, 
41% male,  28% White, 37% Black, and 35% Latino or Latina.  Roughly 28% have a 
high school degree, 46% some college, and 9% college or more; 85% are employed.  
Nearly 80% are 18-29 years-old, with slightly over 20% being in their early to mid-
thirties.   
 
At baseline, respondents all lived in the vicinity of Toledo, Ohio, with the population of 
Toledo being quite similar to the nation as a whole with respect to racial composition, 
average education, median income, and marital status.  We recruited by means of 
personal contacts, and through encounters with potential respondents at various 
community venues (e.g., in the laundry mat, grocery store, restaurants). Given our goal of 
obtaining a diverse sample, some respondents were recruited from areas in the 



 3

community where the pool of prospective participants had a greater probability of being a 
specific race/ethnicity or gender.   
 
We used semi-structured interview techniques.  While this technique provides some 
structure, it also allows the interviewer to probe with follow-up questions and pursue 
additional lines of inquiry.  Generally, in-depth interviews are an excellent method for 
exploring perceptions, behavioral patterns, and their cognitive justifications; essentially, 
they provide data at a greater level of detail than closed-ended survey questions, reveal 
linkages among meanings, decision-making, and behavior, and ultimately help to 
illuminate the causal processes that quantitative social science seeks to uncover (Weiss 
1994).  In short, semi-structured interviews attempt to understand complex social 
behaviors without imposing categories that may prematurely limit not only the inquiry 
but also the answers (Fontana and Frey1994).   
  
The baseline and re-interviews were extensive, each lasting two hours on average. To 
illustrate the scope of content, we asked in the baseline interviews about issues ranging 
from how respondents came to the decision to cohabit, to a number of aspects of the 
process of moving in together, to feelings about marriage when respondents began living 
with their partners, to multiple aspects of the relationship itself (e.g., conflict, children, 
multiple partner fertility, relationship expectations, relationship quality).  The re-
interviews focused on eliciting narratives from respondents to learn more about what 
“happened” in terms of various aspects of the relationship since the baseline interview 
(e.g., what might have caused the breakup, motives to marry and perceptions about how 
things changed since marriage and/or since the baseline interview, why the relationship 
ended). 
 
Our analysis plan centers on coding for main themes as well as to uncover variation. 
Coding is a way to capture meaning in the data and is the basic building block for our 
analyses. Essentially, coding applies a meaning or interpretation to a segment of data -- in 
our case, textual data from the focus group and in-depth interviews.  Coding consists of 
creating categories (i.e, groups of concepts/categories that represent phenomena) and 
identifying the range along which properties of categories vary. Segments of the data are 
marked with codes; a single paragraph or sentence may have one code or several and 
these may be overlapping. 
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