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Abstract
The young adulthood years are demographically dense. Dr. Ronald Rindfuss made this
claim when he was Population Association of America (PAA) president in 1991
(Rindfuss 1991), and this conclusion holds today. I offer both an update of his work
by including Millennials and a new view on young adulthood by focusing on an
increasingly common experience: cohabitation. I believe we need to move away from
our marriage-centric lens of young adulthood and embrace the complexity that cohab-
itation offers. The cohabitation boom is continuing with no evidence of a slowdown.
Young adults are experiencing complex relationship biographies, and social science
research is struggling to keep pace. Increasingly, there is a decoupling of cohabitation
and marriage, suggesting new ways of framing our understanding of relationships in
young adulthood. As a field, we can do better to ensure that our theories, methods, and
data collections better reflect the new relationship reality faced by young adults.
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Demographically Dense Young Adulthood

Rindfuss’s PAA presidential address nearly 30 years ago was visually effective
(Rindfuss 1991). He included a set of age-specific rates in clear graphs that showed
the concentration of events in the young adult years. I build on his portrait by
contrasting the young adult Baby Boomers of his address with the Millennials of
today.1 As demographers, we are well aware of these birth cohort distinctions. I am
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between 1946 and 1964 and were age 30 between 1976 and 1994. Millennials are individuals born between
1980 and 1994, reaching age 30 between 2010 and 2024.
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not reifying these cohort definitions but instead using them as tools—a set of
bookends—to demonstrate change over time for an age group. In the panels of Fig.
1, I replicate the Rindfuss (1991) graphs but include cohabitation, add incarceration and
military service for men, and update with a new cohort. The dashed lines represent
Millennials in young adulthood, and the solid lines are the Rindfuss Baby Boomers
(most of his data reference behavior in the 1980s). The bold areas in the graphs indicate
the young adult years. These graphs present general patterns for age groups and two
cohorts; there certainly is variation in these experiences across social and economic
groups that is not shown here.

Cohabitation is a significant demographic event that was excluded from the
Rindfuss (1991) depiction of young adulthood. As shown in panel j of Fig. 1,
cohabitation peaks in young adulthood, and the rates are much higher for Millennials
than for Baby Boomers. Although many of the rates of other demographic events are
lower today than in the 1980s, the rates still peak in the young adult years. Specifically,
fertility, mobility, marriage, divorce, and remarriage rates are higher in young adult-
hood than later in the life course. An obvious exception is mortality: death rates are still
highest at older ages. In addition, Rindfuss showcased that young adulthood represents
the peak years for building human capital, such as school enrollment, as well as
employment transitions. Two key American institutions relevant for young adults—
the military and incarceration system—were not part of the Rindfuss portrait. Both
military service and incarceration rates are highest in the young adult years.2 Taken
together, it is just as apparent now as in 1991 that the young adult years continue to be
demographically dense. I join many other social scientists who argue that we need to
expand how we contextualize young adulthood by including all these events and roles
to provide a more comprehensive portrait.

Since the Rindfuss (1991) address, there have been new streams of work on young
adulthood, each employing unique perspectives. Frank Furstenberg, sociologist and
demographer, formed and led the MacArthur Network on Transitions to Adulthood in
2000. That body of work showcased the prolonged path into adulthood and differential
patterning of transitions based on socioeconomic status (Furstenberg 2010; Settersten
et al. 2005). Around the same time, developmental psychologist Jeffrey Arnett coined
the term “emerging adulthood” and established a journal and national conference on
this topic. He argued that these were the in-between years that included exploration of
identities, resulting in a “winding path through adulthood” (Arnett 2000, 2004). The
more recent work of Jennifer Silva (2012, 2013) has focused on the uncertain futures of
young adults of the working class and their concerns, which potentially lead them to
avoid relationships. As she stated (Silva 2013:59), “the working class seem trapped
between rigidity of the past and flexibility of the present.” Stefanie DeLuca et al. (2016)
introduced the term “expedited adulthood,” portraying how some young adults who do
not have the luxury of a college degree acquire independence by pursuing the shortest
path to adulthood.

Despite healthy debates about young adulthood, there seems to be consensus around
the idea that it is increasingly challenging to achieve the traditional markers of
adulthood. Although this body of work on young adulthood acknowledges cohabita-
tion, it is most often treated as an indicator of the shifting centrality of marriage and not

2 The figure represents time spent in prison and not in jail.
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the central theme of young adult lives. A marker of adulthood for young adults today
may indeed be cohabitation because it is increasingly how young adults start their
relationships and children are increasingly born and raised in cohabiting-parent fami-
lies. Because cohabitation has become the most common family experience during
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young adulthood, beating out parenthood and marriage (Hemez 2018), it merits more
attention.

These young adult years are consequential: young adults are often the engines or
drivers of social change. As Kingsley Davis implied in his 1963 presidential address, it
is the actions of young adults that provide the well-known “multiphasic responses”
(Davis 1963). It is not hard to imagine that the decisions and actions of young adults are
far-reaching. For example, just take the Baby Boomers of the Rindfuss address, who
are now navigating older age. Brown and Lin (2012) showed the ripple effects of Baby
Boomers’ early family decisions, such as divorce and repartnering, on the well-being
and caregiving of aging Baby Boomers. Questions that merit consideration include the
long-term ramifications of Millennials’ early adult decisions on how they navigate their
own middle and older years. However, these questions will remain unanswered unless
we broaden our relationship scope in all surveys to include full cohabitation histories.

Cohabitation Boom

Until recently, young adult nonmarital romantic relationships were not viewed as
particularly formative or important. However, in recognition of the consequences that
these relationships can have for individual well-being, behavior, and later union
experiences, we have begun to acknowledge their developmental significance (e.g.,
Fincham and Cui 2010; Giordano et al. 2012). Rather than imposing a marriage
blueprint on these nonmarital relationships, we need to study them in their own right
and assess their meaning for this new generation of young adults.

Figure 2 presents a snapshot of relationships for U.S. Baby Boomer and Millennial
cohorts using data based on the National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH)
and the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97). At the beginning of
adulthood, age 18 (panel a), the relationship circumstances of Baby Boomers and
Millennials are not so different across cohorts. However, at the end of early adulthood,
age 29 (panel b), clear cohort differences emerge. There has been a large shift away
from marriage, a nearly threefold increase in cohabitation, a remaining substantial share
who are in relationships, and many who are single (32%).

The increase in cohabitation in young adulthood is not limited to the United States.
Cohabitation is advancing worldwide, as we have learned through excellent research
across the globe (e.g., Esteve et al. 2016; Perelli-Harris and Lyons-Amos 2015; Raymo
et al. 2015). Esteve and colleagues have called this growth in cohabitation a “cohab-
itation boom,” referring to the increase in cohabitation across North and South America
(from Canada to Chile).3 The indicator they used is the share of women cohabiting (or
living in consensual unions) among women aged 25–29 residing in a union. In 1970,
there were 25 regions where at least one-half of women in unions were cohabiting;
today, the overwhelming majority, outside the United States, have reached these high
levels. Although the U.S. boom is not as high as the rest of North and South America, it
has moved forward at a rapid pace. Building on work by Lesthaeghe et al. (2016), Fig.
3 shows that the level in the United States has nearly tripled over about a 25-year time

3 The term “cohabitation boom” might imply that there will be an explosive growth followed by a retreat akin
to a baby boom. I use the term to focus on growth, and I am not suggesting that it is a temporary phenomenon.
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span, from 10% at the time of the Rindfuss (1991) PAA presidential address to 27% in
2016. Although cohabitation has sometimes been characterized as a family experience
for those who are the least well off, the rise has been fairly even across socioeconomic
groups, with no current differences in this measure in the United States according to
education level. Like many other nations, cohabitation is not just experienced by the
disadvantaged, but there appears to be a convergence: it crosscuts all social classes.
This measure allows important comparisons but is limited because it represents only a
snapshot, and the basis of the indicator is women who have formed a coresidential
union.

Another way to encapsulate and compare experiences is by focusing on whether
young adults ever experienced cohabitation. Baby Boomers and Millennials are similar
in that almost all have had sex, dated, and formed a coresidential union during young
adulthood. Among coresidential relationship types, cohabitation has surpassed mar-
riage as the most common family experience in young adulthood. Based on the
National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), Fig. 4 indicates that cohabitation for
young adult Baby Boomer women was a minority experience: 42% ever cohabited
by their late 20s. Comparatively, cohabitation has become a majority experience for
Millennials, with nearly three-quarters experiencing cohabitation by the end of young
adulthood (see also Hemez 2018).4

The education gradient in experiencing cohabitation in young adulthood is widen-
ing. Among Millennial women in 2013, the majority of every education group

4 The NSFG supplied weights produce estimates weighted to the midpoint of the data collection years. The
midpoint between 2011 and 2015 is 2013. Thus, the weighted estimates reflect the share of women with those
experiences in 2013.
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cohabited by age 30, ranging from 85% among high school graduates to 61% among
college graduates (Fig. 5). Among Baby Boomers, just over one-half (54%) of women
without a high school diploma cohabited by age 30 in contrast to about 4 in 10 of every
other education group. The racial/ethnic differences are less marked across cohorts,
with most of the growth occurring among Whites and Hispanics. Among Millennials,
two-thirds (66%) of Black, 77% of Hispanic, and 79% of White women reported
having ever cohabited in young adulthood (by age 30) (see Fig. 6). Even though there is
growth in cohabitation across socioeconomic groups, it certainly does not mean that
cohabitation carries the same meaning for all (Sassler and Miller 2017).

Ready, Willing, and Able

In the United States, the social context has shifted and spawned the rise in cohabitation.
One way the cohabitation boom has been explained is through the use of Ansley
Coale’s “ready, willing, and able” (RWA) framework (Esteve et al. 2016). Coale was
PAA President 50 years ago and developed this framework to explain marital fertility
transitions in Europe. Drawing on Esteve’s research and Coale’s (1973) framework, I
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outline how Americans are ready, willing, and able to further support the cohabitation
boom. A premise of the RWA framework is that all conditions have to be jointly met to
create any behavior change. Another asset of this perspective is that it highlights the
importance of demographic, economic, social, and cultural factors.

Ready

Ready suggests that young adults view advantages to cohabitation. As Valerie Oppen-
heimer (2003:131) summarized in her work on Baby Boomers, “cohabiting may now
partly represent an adaptive strategy for those whose life is still somewhat on hold in
other ways.” This statement applies today: cohabitation is a relationship that permits
flexibility and avoids long-term commitments. In fact, this might be a smart or savvy
strategy for young couples to do relationships.

Young adults want to be financially secure before they get married, and marriage is a
signal of economic independence (Smock et al. 2005). Based on analysis of the NSFG
(1987/1988) and the Families and Relationships Study (FRS) (2010), both Baby
Boomer and Millennial unmarried young adults reported that it is important to have
enough money (61% of Baby Boomers vs. 57% of Millennials) as well as be
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established in their job and finish schooling before marriage. To put it another way,
young adults cannot get married, but they may be able to cohabit if they have not
achieved financial independence and are relying on parents or loans for car payments,
rent, insurance, or cellphone service. Mills and Blossfeld (2005) showed that in Europe,
globalization generated more uncertain labor markets and thereby created opportunities
for more flexible relationships, such as cohabitation. Oppenheimer and Kalmijn (1995)
argued 25 years ago that the reliance on stop-gap jobs—in today’s terms, a gig
economy—sets the stage for cohabitation both in terms of social and economic factors.

Cohabitation has emerged against a backdrop in which the economic circumstances
of Millennials are not bright. Young adults today fare worse than their Baby Boomer
counterparts at the same age. For example, men have higher unemployment rates and
have been slow to move into the gold standard of adulthood: a full-time job with
benefits (Sum and Khatiwada 2010). About three in five Millennials have student debt,
and their level of student debt is higher than prior generations, which represents an
important barrier to moving up the economic ladder (Arnett 2015; Kantrowitz 2015).
Even though there has been an expansion in college education, it is not an option for all,
largely because of affordability concerns. Homeownership rates are lower among
Millennials than Baby Boomers, and housing costs are higher in general for both
purchasing or renting (Fry 2013). As a result, Millennials are not acquiring wealth at
the same pace as did Baby Boomers. With regard to intergenerational processes, Chetty
and colleagues (2017) argued that Millennials are unique in that they have only a 50-50
shot of doing as well as their parents. The majority of young adults (70%) state that
they will go back for more education and training in their 30s or 40s, and they expect to
change career paths, with two of three reporting that their current job is not in the field
in which they hope to work in 10 years (Arnett 2015). The Great Recession casts a long
shadow, and the new reality for young adults is an uncertain economic future. These
unsettled economic circumstances have had implications for relationship trajectories of
young adults.

Beyond affecting jobs, these uncertain futures may mean that Millennials are not yet
reaching a more settled lifestyle that would align with marriage, such as moving away
from substance use and delinquent behaviors (Copp et al. 2019). Young adults view
cohabitation as a way to figure out whether they are compatible and reference relatively
mundane albeit important issues: it is a way to determine whether their partner will pick
up their socks (Smock et al. 2005). Cohabitation can serve a practical need to share
housing or save money (e.g., two can live more cheaply than one) or a way to take their
relationship to the next level and make some form of a commitment. Even though
cohabitation appears to have several advantages, it seems young adults do not want to
lock into a long-term relationship (such as marriage) until they feel they are ready.

A sense of whether as a society we are ready for cohabitation is reflected in the
behavior of both older and young adults. The older generation is cohabiting at
historically high levels: about one in seven unmarried men and women over age 50
are cohabiting (Brown and Wright 2016). Older Americans tend to cohabit to avoid
legal entanglements, which serves as a way to protect financial assets (Brown et al.
2012). Although most young adults have not built financial assets or possess inheri-
tances, older adults may feel the need to protect pensions or Social Security benefits
and may also view cohabitation as a way to avoid legal entanglements (such as divorce)
(Manning and Smock 2009; Miller et al. 2011). Cohabitation seems to offer an easier
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way out of a relationship that is not working; on this front, marriage seems risky for the
young. Many of the legal benefits of marriage are not as salient for young adults until
they are close to the end of life, or these benefits may appear during moments of crisis,
such as death or a sudden health trauma. In fact, several research teams using
longitudinal data (e.g., Amato 2014; Musick and Bumpass 2012) have shown that
cohabitors accrue many of the same psychological and health benefits as their married
counterparts.

There are not just financial issues at stake but caretaking responsibilities. An
unsettled feature of cohabitation for older adults is potentially intense caretaking that
will certainly arise in old age. It is not clear whether cohabiting partners are obligated to
stick around during times of intense need (Noel-Miller 2011). In contrast, the primary
caretaking responsibility in young adulthood is parenting. Young adults who cohabit
with children feel that they are making a commitment to their children by living
together and co-parenting, and they see themselves as a family (Manning et al.
2009). Powell et al. (2010) found that in the United States, there is strong consensus
that cohabiting parents with children are viewed as a family. Taken together, older
Americans along with young adults may be providing a strong case for cohabitation
and indicate a readiness for even higher levels.

Willing

Willing indicates that there is some legitimacy of cohabitation and/or willingness to
overcome potential moral objections. The social norms supporting cohabitation have
rapidly increased. In terms of religion, young adults today are certainly less religious
than their counterparts in prior generations (Pew Research Center 2018), so the barriers
to cohabitation on moral ground may not be as high. Also, many religions now embrace
all couples and families regardless of marital status.

All generations are reporting growing approval of cohabitation. High school seniors’
acceptance of cohabitation as “a testing ground for marriage” moved from less than
one-half in the 1970s to approaching three-quarters today (Allred 2019a). Among
young adults in the General Social Survey, supportive attitudes toward cohabitation
increased from 50% in 1994 to nearly three-quarters in 2012. Brown andWright (2016)
showed a change in support among older Americans, increasing from 31% in 1994 to
more than one-half in 2012 among 50- to 59-year-olds. Thus, growth in support for
cohabitation has not been limited to the young and suggests that complex processes
may be driving change. Indeed, Larry Bumpass (1990) argued in his 1990 PAA
presidential address that there are important feedback mechanisms across generations,
with shifting attitudes supporting cohabitation and growth in cohabitation experience.
Despite pockets of Americans who oppose cohabitation, levels of willingness to
cohabit generally appear to be high.

Able

The third part of the RWA framework is able. Young adults’ ability to cohabit is
determined in part by the costs of housing to live together as well as legal issues. The
norm for cohabitation and marriage is to live independently. Based on analysis of the
Current Population Survey (CPS), today most young adult cohabitors live on their own
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(72%), but some live with their parents (8%) or other adults (20%) (Payne 2019).
Growing housing costs make it difficult for couples to launch on their own. Thus,
housing is certainly a constraint but can be overcome by living with others.

In terms of legal matters, cohabiting without the benefit of marriage was once illegal, and
such laws are still on the books in a few states albeit not enforced. The legal protections
offered for cohabitation in the United States are minimal. Comparatively, Canada has legal
processes for splitting assets for couples ending cohabiting unions (Laplante and Fostik
2016). Such a process does not exist in the United States, which experienced an expansion
of legal recognition of domestic partnerships at different levels of government and among
some employers, based largely on an effort to support same-gender couples who could not
legally marry. These partnerships offered many benefits on par with marriage to same-
gender and different-gender cohabiting couples. Yet, some domestic partnership policies
have been retracted because marriage is available to all. In addition, government policies
and programs regarding support for cohabiting couples are uneven and inconsistent: some
policies base benefits, such as SNAP, on the consuming unit (including cohabitors), and
others ignore cohabiting partners altogether. The United States differs from many other
countries in the lack of legal recognition and treatment of cohabitation in the policy realm.

The ability to cohabit has grown with delays in marriage. Lower shares of Millen-
nials have married in young adulthood than have Baby Boomers. In 1990, most (62%)
marriages occurred among young adults, compared with only (42%) today. The age at
marriage is postponed, and the nation as a whole has reached a historic highpoint of the
median age at first marriage: 29.8 for men and 28.0 for women (U.S. Census Bureau
2019). Baby Boomers experienced marriage during the midpoint of their young adult
years (median ages of 26.1 for men and 23.9 for women in 1990), whereas Millennials
experienced marriage at the end of young adulthood, leaving more space in the life
course for cohabitation during young adulthood.

It seems that all the elements are in place for the cohabitation boom to continue in
the United States, which despite some constraints has probably not reached its maxi-
mum cohabitation levels. It seems that for young adults, cohabitation may be an
adaptive strategy to the shifting economic reality, the delay or drift away from
marriage, and changes in social norms fueled in part by intergenerational support.
The experience in the United States is quite distinct from that of other countries.

Decoupling of Marriage and Cohabitation in Young Adulthood

Although the growth in cohabitation is clear, it remains uncertain what this means for
the future of marriage. Our field is often confronted with the question of whether
marriage is obsolete for young adults today. However, this specific question about the
retreat from marriage has been on the minds of demographers for more than 35 years,
dating back to when marriage rates were much higher, marriages started at younger
ages, and divorce rates were higher (Davis 1983). Americans are unique in their
enthusiasm for marriage: if the first marriage does not work out, they often marry
again. Cherlin (2009) termed this American experience the “marriage-go-round.”

Many in our society (as well as the wedding industry complex) breathe a collective
sigh of relief when they learn that teenagers and young adults still want to get married.
The Monitoring the Future survey data for 1976–2017 indicate that a steady and high
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share of high school seniors expect to marry over time (Allred 2019b). These levels
have remained high for Baby Boomers and Millennials, with about three-quarters
expecting to marry (Allred 2019b). Similarly, the prominence of marriage over cohab-
itation is supported, with young adult single women expressing greater expectations to
marry than cohabit (Manning et al. 2019b). Further, expectations to marry remain high
across education and racial/ethnic groups (Manning et al. 2019b). Given actual differ-
ences in patterns of marriage showing lower levels of marriage among the more-
disadvantaged and African Americans, marriage expectations have been classified as
only “hopes” (Waller 2001). These hopes appear to persist through young adulthood
even when their relationships are tested by the harsh realities of everyday life. A clear
gap remains between our marriage idealism and reality.

The value of marriage became quite apparent during the recent battle for marriage
equality, which brought to the forefront the worth of the powerful institution of
marriage. In the United States, marriage ensures many benefits related to multiple
domains of life, including immigration, health care, inheritance, taxes, social security,
adoption, and parenthood. Based on Gallup data, support for marriages to same-gender
couples shifted from only 27% in 1990 to 67% in 2018 (McCarthy 2018). Despite the
landmark U.S. Supreme Court decision in 2016 to support marriage for all, in 2018
there were still counties in the United States where marriage for gay men and lesbian
women was denied, including in Alabama, Oklahoma, Indiana, Kentucky, Montana,
and Missouri.

The marriage rates of young adult gay men and lesbian women have been slow to
catch up with those of different-sex couples (Jones 2016). These Gallup Poll data
indicate that older gay men and lesbian women, most often in longer-term relationships,
have experienced greater increases in marriage levels than their younger counterparts—
a trend that may shift as the marriage equality becomes more firmly established. These
young gay men and lesbian women did not grow up with marriage as a relationship
option and may eventually experience marriage levels on par with different-gender
young adults as they move into parenting roles. This does not mean that gay men and
lesbian women are avoiding relationships: the age at union formation for LGB young
adults is roughly on par with that for different-gender couples (Prince et al. 2020). In a
new climate of growing acceptance and support of sexual minorities and improved
legal protections, young adult sexual minorities will most likely cohabit at levels similar
to those of their sexual majority counterparts.

Growing shares of Millennials will not reach the traditional adulthood marker of
marriage until their 30s, and many may never marry. Analysis of American Community
Survey (ACS) data indicates that by age 40, about 90% of Baby Boomers had married,
and this level declined among Gen Xers (birth cohort 1965–1979) to only 80% of women
and 75% of men. Martin et al. (2014) projected that if the post–Great Recession marriage
rates continued, only 69% ofMillennial women and 65% ofMillennial men will marry by
age 40. Despite delays in marriage across the board, a growing share of Blacks, Hispanics,
and adults without a college degree are projected to nevermarry (Martin et al. 2014). Thus,
new opportunities for cohabitation may arise during some of the never-married years not
only in young adulthood but also during middle age and older ages.

Young adult Millennials who do marry are marrying in different ways than their Baby
Boomer counterparts; today, very few marriages occur without the benefit of cohabitation.
In other words, there are few direct marriages—marriages to couples who did not live
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together before they walked down the aisle. Evidence from analyses of the 1985 and 2011–
2015 NSFG data indicates that among those who got married, most Baby Boomers did not
cohabit before they gotmarried, but themajority (70%) ofMillennials have done so. Further,
a growing share of all women have lived with someone besides their husband before
marriage. In the early 1980s, about 13% of women who cohabited prior to marriage lived
with someone else, compared with one-third in 2013.

Even though most Millennials are not marrying in young adulthood, they are not
giving up on all relationships. Today, nearly all single young adults have had sexual
relationships, and most have lived with a cohabiting partner (Hemez et al. 2018).
Millennials have had more sexual relationships than Baby Boomers. The definition
of the exact context of sexual relationships is not always clear, given that some are
short- or long term, others are romantic or dating with boyfriends or girlfriends or
cohabiting partners, and others are casual sexual relationships often with friends (i.e.,
“friends with benefits,” “hooking up,” or someone they were talking to).

Millennials continue to enter coresidential relationships, and there has been nearly
no change in the age at which they enter unions. Millennials are forming their
relationships at the same age as Baby Boomers did, at around age 22 or 23
(Manning et al. 2014). The mean age of cohabitation is consistently about 22, while
the age at marriage has continued to rise. Today, for four of five (81%) women, the first
coresidential relationship is cohabitation and not marriage. Although the vast majority
of Baby Boomers (89%) and Millennials (90%) had married or cohabited in young
adulthood, the first person Millennials live with is now a cohabiting partner, whereas
for Baby Boomers, it was a husband or wife. Cohabitation has accounted for virtually
all the decline in marriage in young adulthood. These findings are consistent with the
cohabitation boom described earlier. Although there is a retreat from marriage in young
adulthood, there does not appear to be an equivalent retreat from living together.

Evidence of the decoupling of cohabitation and marriage is that cohabiting unions are
no longer only a pathway tomarriage. Bumpass et al. (1991) reported in the late 1980s that
about three-quarters of cohabitors expected to marry their partner, but this percentage
declined substantially about 20 years later, with aminority (approximately 40%) expecting
to marry (Guzzo 2014; Vespa 2014). The marital expectations today do not vary by social
class: the college-educated and more modestly educated cohabitors share similar expec-
tations to marry (Kuo and Raley 2016). Further, fewer cohabitors are transitioning into
marriage (Guzzo 2014; Lamidi et al. 2019). Lamidi et al. (2019) showed that for the Baby
Boomer cohabitation cohort, marriage was the most common outcome, and today it is the
least common pathway out of cohabitation. Among more recent cohabitation cohorts, the
way out of cohabiting unions is more often a breakup thanmarriage. The college-educated
have not experienced this same decline, and they are the group that still more often marry;
notably, though, only 40% did so by the third year of cohabitation (Lamidi et al. 2019).
Taken together, declining shares of cohabiting couples report expecting to marry, fewer
actually marry, and those who marry seem to be in no big hurry to do so.

Cohabitation and Relationship Instability

How does cohabitation influence marital stability among the minority of cohabiting
couples that marry? One argument against cohabitation for Baby Boomers was that it
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was associated with lower levels of subsequent marital stability (Smock 2000). How-
ever, most evidence suggests that this is no longer the case: cohabitation does not seem
to hurt or help. If marriage is the way out of a cohabiting union, it no longer appears to
be linked to lower levels of marital stability (Kuperberg 2014; Manning and Cohen
2012; Manning et al. forthcoming; Reinhold 2010). Even among couples with children,
Musick and Michelmore (2018) showed that those cohabiting at birth who subsequently
marry are no more likely to end their marriages than parents who married without
cohabitation. In the future, it is possible that as cohabitation becomes more widespread,
brides and grooms who do not cohabit are increasingly select (traditional couples with
strong religious convictions). As a result, lower levels of marital instability may be
observed among those who do not cohabit. Further, researchers have called for better
assessments of how and when different types of relationships are associated with
relationship stability (Kuperberg 2014; Rosenfeld and Roesler 2019; Sassler et al. 2018).

Although cohabitation is common, it typically does not last long and is consistently
shorter in duration than marriages. This is why simple snapshots of cross-sectional data
on cohabitation provide a biased portrait. Analysis of the 2011–2015 NSFG data
indicates that about one-half of young adult first cohabiting relationships last just over
two years—a duration that is eight months or at least 50% longer than cohabitations in
the late 1970s and early 1980s (median duration = 1.3) across all ages in the NSFH
(Bumpass and Sweet 1989). It appears that longer-term cohabitations may be on the rise.

About one-half of Millennial young adults who have been in a coresidential relation-
ship will experience the dissolution of at least one relationship, compared with only 40%
of Baby Boomers (Fig. 7). This finding is not surprising given the declining divorce rates
among young adults (Allred 2019c), but the growth in cohabitation means that the
likelihood of experiencing the dissolution of a coresidential union has increased. Kennedy
and Ruggles (2014:596) stated that “the rapid rise of cohabitation among the young will
neutralize any decline of divorce.” In fact, this is supported by empirical evidence showing
that young adults’ higher rates of union dissolution are due to cohabitation (Eickmeyer
2019). The majority of union dissolutions among Millennials are cohabiting dissolutions,
but the majority among Baby Boomers were marital dissolutions. Analyses of the 2011–
2015 NSFG indicate that the rates of coresidential dissolution in young adulthood are
highest for women with a high school diploma (70%) and much lower for the college-
educated (28%). Among those in coresidential relationships, 70% of Black women, 50%
of White women, and 44% of Hispanic women experienced dissolution. Not only are
young adults more likely to experience a relationship ending, but they experience multiple
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Fig. 7 Percentage of young adult women aged 29–31 who experienced union dissolution among women ever
in a coresidential union. Sources: 1988 NSFG and 2011–2015 NSFG.
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endings. Nearly 1 in 10 Millennials who were in a coresidential relationship (marriage or
cohabitation) experienced two or more breakups (Eickmeyer and Manning 2018). The
implications of these breakups are likely important in terms of economic well-being,
emotional health, subsequent family formation, and responsibilities for children. These
questions about the implications of relationship instability—not just divorces—need to be
fully explored in the new relationship context.

Breakups are not always final because a substantial share of cohabiting couples
break up and get back together. Churning, or cyclical cohabitation, is fairly common in
young adulthood. Halpern-Meekin et al. (2013) reported that two in five cohabiting
young adults reported churning. On one hand, this indicates some optimism and desire
for couples to stay together as they work through issues. These types of churning make
it complicated to study relationship endings and are associated with a potentially
troubled relationship. Notably, a parallel issue exists when studying marriage.
Divorce is a legal status, but there are varying lengths of time spent in a separated
status. Tumin et al. (2015) found that 11% of separated individuals reconcile within
five years, and 22% remain separated without a legal divorce five years after separation.
Just as it is hard to capture relationship beginnings (Manning and Smock 2005), it is
challenging to measure the end of a relationship even when studying marriage.

If Millennials break up, they often try again to live with someone new. Three-quarters
of cohabiting breakups result in a new cohabiting relationship (Eickmeyer and Manning
2018). Millennials more often go on to form a second cohabiting relationship than did
Baby Boomers (Eickmeyer and Manning 2018). Millennials also form a second cohab-
iting partnership faster than their older counterparts (on average, two years rather than four
years). This means that Millennials have more often experienced a series of relationships
by the time they reach their 30th birthday than their Baby Boomer counterparts.

These increasingly complex relationship biographies may have both positive and
negative implications. A positive spin is that Millennials have more relationship
experience and may become better at doing relationships as they learn critical skills
about what works and what does not work as well as how to best navigate the starting
and ending of partnerships. In essence, there is a relationship learning curve (Giordano
et al. 2012), and Millennials may be gaining relationship competencies that are carrying
forward to contribute to positive relationship habits and functioning. A negative spin is
that young adults are bringing forward potentially poor relational practices and behav-
iors from prior relationships, which present challenges as they move into new partner-
ships. Further, children from prior relationships may present challenges as couples have
to work out relationships with ex-partners in efforts to co-parent. Both positive and
negative processes are likely to be operating, and both warrant research attention.

Cohabitation and Intergenerational Ties

In young adulthood, intergenerational ties are significant because there are two sets of key
processes operating: moving out of parental homes and becoming parents themselves. As
Bumpass (1990) and Smock (2000) argued, there are feedback loops as new generations of
youth as well as parents are socialized in contexts with increasing levels of cohabitation.

The process of moving out has blurred: increasing shares of young adults are living
with their parents, and more are boomeranging back to their parent’s home (Payne
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2011). In terms of cohabitation, it is not very common for cohabiting couples to live
with parents. According to the CPS, only 9% of young cohabitors (aged 18–24) in 2018
were living with their parents, and a slightly greater share (14%) of married young
adults were living with their parents (Payne 2019). It is relatively rare for young adult
cohabiting couples to live with their parents, but we may observe growth in the future if
it becomes more challenging for couples to live on their own.

Asdescribedearlier, older andyounger cohorts ofAmericans are increasingly acceptingof
cohabitation. The process of attitudes supporting cohabitation occurs within families with
parents reportingmorepositiveviews towardcohabitation in response to their adult children’s
cohabitation.Thiswas evident amongBabyBoomer cohorts (AxinnandThornton1993) and
has been confirmed in my ongoing research with a cohort of Millennials in the 2011/2012
Toledo Adolescent Relationships Study. Intergenerational processes in cohabiting behavior
are also empirically supported. Children who spent time with cohabiting parents experience
greateroddsofcohabiting inyoungadulthood(Sassleretal.2009;Smocketal.2013).Further,
McClain (2011) showed that parents have even followed in their children’s footsteps, with
greater odds of parental cohabitation among those who have adult children who have
cohabited. Thus, the diffusion of cohabitation flows across generations in multiple ways.
These patterns suggest a great potential for future high levels of cohabitation.

Cohabitation is increasingly a family form in which to have and raise children. In terms
of attitudes, nearly three-quarters of young adults report that it is acceptable to have
children in a cohabiting union (Stykes 2015), a view that is consistent across education and
racial/ethnic groups. The growth in nonmarital childbearing has been driven largely by
increases in cohabitation (Manning et al. 2015). As of 2013, 60% of nonmarital births are
to cohabiting mothers. In fact, the share of children born into two-parent families has not
changed, remaining stable at about 82% to 85% (Manning et al. 2015). Further, pregnant
single women are more likely to cohabit (18%) than to get married (5%) before the birth of
their child (Lichter et al. 2014). There is little pressure to marry in response to becoming
pregnant while cohabiting. For example, Lichter et al. (2014) reported that nearly four in
five women who were pregnant while cohabiting were still cohabiting at the time of birth.
Taken together, these findings clearly indicate the growing acceptability of cohabitation as
a family context in which to raise children.

In terms of overall child experience in cohabitation, increasing shares of children
have spent some of their life with a cohabiting parent. In 1995, 28% of children had
experienced parental cohabitation, compared with 40% about 20 years later (Brown
et al. 2016). About one-half of children to mothers without a college degree lived in a
cohabiting parent family, and nearly one in five (16%) children who had a college-
educated mother did so in 2013. Many of these cohabiting families are stepfamilies,
and children often live with their mother and her cohabiting partner (Manning 2015).
Our field needs to continue to ask important questions about the well-being of children
raised in cohabiting-parent families while accounting for biological relationships of
children and parents, age at family formation and dissolution, and family complexity.

Measuring Cohabitation

Demographers’ knowledge base about young adult relationships is dependent on
accurate measurement. Many have made arguments for new and improved data on
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cohabitation, and most major surveys include measures of cohabitation. There is wide
variation in how we ask about cohabitation. The good news is that we are collecting
new data on cohabitation, as evidenced by the new relationship options in the 2020
census. Same-gender and different-gender relationships can now be established with
direct questions. On the census, cohabitation has been upgraded from the second to the
bottom of the roster of relationship options (just above roomers and boarders) to second
from the top on the roster for different-gender couples and fourth for same-gender
couples. The bad news is that social media outlets, such as Facebook, do not include
cohabitation as a relationship category. Facebook includes the terms domestic partner-
ship and civil union, but I doubt that those terms resonate with very many cohabiting
Millennials.

In our field, we consistently ask about marital status and marital history, but we are
inconsistent in asking about cohabitation status and cohabitation history. My colleagues
and I (Manning et al. 2019a) compared how cohabitation was measured across a
number of national data sets for young adults of a similar age and cohort. We
discovered wide-ranging measurement techniques, resulting in significant differences
in levels of cohabitation. Cohabitation estimates based on household roster techniques
(employed in the CPS, ACS, and Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP))
with the term unmarried partner result in substantially lower estimates of cohabitation
than do direct questions about cohabitation (NSFG, NLSY97, National Longitudinal
Survey of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health)). Further, some key data collec-
tions (SIPP, Add Health Wave 5, Health and Retirement Survey) exclude full cohab-
itation histories, so it is impossible to locate cohabitation experiences in the life course
and detect the long-range implications of cohabitation on health and well-being at older
ages. The wording of questions about cohabitation differs across surveys and does
result in differing estimates of cohabitation (Manning et al. 2019a). Some large-scale
surveys, such as the NLSY97, Early Childhood Longitudinal Survey, Birth Cohort, and
Panel Study of Income Dynamics, still rely on a dated approach by asking about
“marriage-like” relationships. Finally, some surveys, such as the NSFG, limit their
questions to “opposite-sex” cohabiting couples, thereby eliminating same-gender co-
habiting couples. I hope we can come up with greater consensus and consistency in our
measurement of cohabitation. These constraints mean that we cannot assess the
implications of cohabitation using some of our most prized and valued data.

These measurement constraints are consequential as we attempt to understand the
implications of cohabitation for children’s lives. As stated earlier, cohabitation is a
family context that is experienced by growing shares of children. However, data
requirements to determine whether children are born and raised by biological parents
outside of marriage are high. As Guzzo and colleagues (Guzzo and Dorius 2016; Stykes
and Guzzo 2019) have effectively argued in their work on multiple-partner fertility, we
often focus on the start and end dates of relationships and do not incorporate the
biological relationships of children and parents. Rather than linking children based on
dates alone, it is critical to ask about children’s biological parents so that we track
whether mothers marry the fathers of their children or cohabit with the fathers of the
children. In most data sets, it is challenging to trace whether children born outside of
relationships are born to the same father. For example, we use dates to establish whether
a pregnant mother moves in with the presumed father of her child before the birth of the
child. If our goal is to study family stability, it is imperative to knowwho is in the family.
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One idea is to even follow the lead of many other countries by including on birth
certificates the cohabitation status of parents, and not just marital status.

Discussion

Young adulthood remains demographically dense, and we need to work hard to capture
these experiences and acknowledge the diversity of experience and the many ways to
move through young adulthood. The challenge is that we continue to study relation-
ships as if we are in a Baby Boomer reality. Marriage is no longer the only or primary
relationship context in young adulthood. Taken together, my rationale for sharing these
findings here is to make a case for cohabitation. We have spent most of our energy
focusing on how it compares with marriage, but as Casper and Sayer (2000) reported,
cohabitation can be conceptualized in many ways. It made sense at the time, but the
marriage blueprint has limitations in our current era of uncertainty. It might be alright to
not know where the relationship is headed for those facing uncertainty on multiple
fronts. The United States is part of a worldwide cohabitation boom, but may never
become a worldwide leader in cohabitation given the legal benefits of marriage.

Cohabitation experiences are not similar across all social and economic groups, with
quite uneven levels of cohabitation experience. There is some convergence in cohabitation
demonstrated by an increase for all groups, but the most rapid growth occurs among the
modestly educated. Thus, a simple explanation of disadvantage may no longer apply,
given that the highest levels of cohabitation in young adulthood are experienced by young
adults with high school diplomas and among Whites. Certainly, the college-educated
cohabit at the lowest levels, but the most advantaged are increasingly cohabiting.

It is important to know when people live together and when they live part. American
society supports a legal status—marriage—that measures the beginnings (wedding) and
endings (divorce). Yet in reality, some relationship statuses do not map neatly on the
legal definitions. Most young adults start coresidential relationships outside of marriage
and end relationships outside of marriage, clearly indicating that most young adults
want to be in an intimate coresidential relationship and that most often start out
cohabiting. There is more than one way to be living together in the United States.
They all deserve to be studied and measured.

As I stated at the outset of this article, an issue for future research to consider is the
long-term ramifications of young adults’ decisions in terms of how they will navigate
their middle and older years. I suspect that cohabitation will play a pivotal role and may
have broad demographic implications. We will not know the answer to such questions
unless we extend our relationship scope in all surveys to include cohabitation histories.
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