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ABSTRACT  

While the number of children born in cohabiting unions has greatly increased, studies 

have shown that cohabiting unions are significantly less stable than married unions and that the 

unions instability is negatively associated with the children’s wellbeing. To better support fragile 

families—to help them stay in secure and lasting family environment for their children over 

time—it is important to better understand how cohabiting parents’ commitment and relational 

experience affect the union’s stability over time.  

The focus of this study was to explore how cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ plans to 

marry their partners, along with their coparenting experience, are associated with their later 

relationship status, both that of entering marriage and continuing in cohabitation 5 years after 

their child’s birth. Based on commitment models and the family systems perspective, it was 

expected that both parents’ marriage plans would be associated with later relationship status, 

either being married or continued cohabitation (H1); the associations between marriage plans and 

later relationship status would be dependent upon parents’ coparenting experience (H2); and the 

effects of marriage plans would be indirectly associated with later status via coparenting 

experience (H3).   

The results from multinomial logistic regression analyses of data from the Fragile 

Families and Child Wellbeing Study showed that the marriage plans of mothers, but not those of 

fathers, at the child’s birth were significantly associated with parents’ marital status—being 

married—5 years later; also, the difference between the effects of mothers’ and fathers’ marriage 

plans was statistically significant. In addition, cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ joint marriage 

plans were significantly associated with marital status. However, mothers’ and fathers’ separate 

and joint marriage plans were not associated with continued cohabitation. The results from 

testing the second hypothesis showed that the effects of father’s marriage plans were 

significantly associated with both being married and continued cohabitation when they, as well 

as their partners, were more satisfied with coparenting. The effects of mothers’ marriage plans 

were also dependent upon coparenting satisfaction, predicting later continued cohabitation but 

not being married. From testing the third hypothesis, there was no significant mediating effect of 

coparenting satisfaction in the associations between marriage plans and later relationship status 

among either the mothers or the fathers. Clinical and research implications of the findings are 

discussed.   



            

1 
 

CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 

1.1 Background 

More than half of couples in the United States begin living together before or without 

getting married (Kenney & Bumpass, 2008). About two-thirds of couples are reported to have 

cohabited before their first marriage (Manning & Cohen, 2012). Along with the increase of 

cohabitation, which has become an alternative way of forming families before or without getting 

married (Sassler, 2010), there also has been an increase in births to unmarried couples—about 40 

percent of couples have children before or without getting married (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). 

As the number of cohabiting unions increased and more children were born into such unions, 

cohabiting couples with children has become an important area of research during the last few 

decades within several social science disciplines such as demography, sociology, and family 

studies.   

Researchers have reported that cohabiting couples and/or families are, in general, more 

fragile than their married counterparts.  In comparison with married unions, cohabitation is 

associated not only with negative interpersonal relationship (e.g., low commitment and 

relationship satisfaction or quality; Brown, 2004a; Stafford, Kline, & Rankin, 2004; Stanley, 

Whitton, & Markman, 2004), but also with higher relational instability, such that cohabiting 

couples who had a child together were significantly more likely to break up by the time child 

become 5 years old, compared to the couples who were married when their child was born 

(Manning, Smock, & Majundar, 2004). Among cohabiting unions, studies showed that about half 

of cohabiting parents break up within five years after birth of a child (Lichter, Qian, & Mellott, 

2006; McLanahan, 2009). Not surprisingly, children of cohabiting couples are at a higher risk for 

developing behavioral and/or emotional problems as compared to children of non-cohabitating 

families (Sedlak et al., 2010). Overall, studies show that the higher probabilities of separation or 

breakup in cohabiting couples are associated with lower quality of interpersonal relationships 

and less commitment (e.g., dedication, investment) in the relationship, which places their 

children at greater risk for adverse outcomes. This study focuses on the important topic of 

relationship (in)stability among cohabiting parents, and the mechanisms that influence such 

(in)stability.    
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1.2 Gaps in Literature and Possible Contribution 

Relationship instability of cohabiting parents has been found to be a significant predictor 

of negative child outcomes (Amato, 2005; Osborne & McLanahan, 2007), which has prompted 

both public and private institutions and agencies to provide support to unmarried, and especially 

low income families. One major strategy to help cohabiting couples improve their relational 

quality and stability (i.e., strengthening cohabiting unions) could be through relationship 

education.     

In the literature, relationship education programs have been found to be helpful in 

improving married couples’ relationships and communication (see, Hawkins & Fackrell, 2010). 

However, providing relationship education to cohabiting couples has yielded only minimal 

outcomes with little significant positive treatment effect found. To date, the Building Strong 

Family (BSF, 2002-2011) program is found to be the only intervention specifically targeted 

toward unmarried cohabiting families, with a large number of diverse participants. By providing 

education to cohabiting parents, it was expected that relationship quality and stability would 

improve, resulting in better parenting and, eventually, a more stable family environment for 

children in cohabiting families (see, the Building Strong Families Project; Wood, McConnell, 

Moore, Clarkwest, & Hsueh, 2010; and also, Cowan, Cowan, & Knox, 2010). However, 

preliminary analysis indicated that the program was not associated with the expected positive 

outcomes (Wood et al., 2010), perhaps because the educational program was not specifically 

designed to target cohabiting couples. For instance, interventions that target already married 

couples may differ significantly from interventions targeted toward unmarried parents who may 

or may not have intentions to marry. Further, as McHale, Waller, and Pearson (2012) pointed 

out, to date coparenting education for fragile families has been provided largely based on studies 

of middle-class, married or marrying couples, who are bound with legal commitment and/or who 

often have a higher level of interpersonal commitment.  

While the number of studies on cohabitation has greatly increased during the last 

decades, a significant portion of those studies have primarily focused on addressing who cohabits 

and why, as well as examining differences in personal and relational outcomes between those 

who cohabit and those who do not. Such studies were more often descriptive, cross-sectional, 

and/or outcome-oriented (e.g., negative behavioral and mental health outcomes in cohabiting 

families), providing limited opportunities to utilize and apply the findings to clinical 
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interventions and educational programs. More specifically, fewer studies have examined 

intrapersonal family processes surrounding cohabitation, such as personal intentions and 

commitment, as well as interpersonal dynamics, to find what relational or interactional aspects of 

cohabitation actually contribute to relational stability and the mechanisms through which such 

aspects are conveyed.  

With the limited success of research and interventions to help the cohabiting families 

(e.g., McHale, Waller, & Pearson, 2012), it becomes more important to understand the 

mechanisms that lead to positive relationship outcomes (i.e., relationship stability) and identify 

better targets for intervention. To address this gap in literature and practice, this study focused on 

cohabiting parents’ relationship stability over time and the influence of marriage intentions and 

the commitment determinants (Rusbult, Martz, & Agnew, 1998), as well as coparenting 

satisfaction as predictors of their relationship stability. While studies have shown that married 

unions are significantly more stable than cohabiting unions, stable relationship among cohabiting 

parents can be achieved not only by entering marriage but also by staying in their cohabiting 

unions over time (Kiernan & Mensah, 2010). In other words, both entering marriage and 

continuing cohabitation are considered when discussing cohabiting parents’ relationship stability. 

At the same time, previous studies have shown that couples who marry and those who cohabit 

are different in terms of the demographic characteristics (Brown, 2004a), as well as commitment 

levels (Cherlin, 2004; Stanley et al, 2004). In that respect, it is important to examine whether 

there are different effects of cohabiting parents’ personal and/or relational factors predicting their 

different later relationship status, to understand how the characteristics of parents who enter 

marriage and those who stay in cohabiting unions over time are different from those who break 

up. Thus, in this study, it is set as a main goal to examine how cohabiting parents’ personal 

intentions and relational factors (i.e., marriage intentions, commitment determinants, and 

coparenting satisfaction) are differently or similarly associated with cohabiting parents’ later 

relationship status, both getting married and continuing cohabitation 5 years after their child’ 

birth.   

 

1.2.1 Marriage Intentions.  

Studying cohabitors’ marriage intention is important because cohabiting couples tend to 

“slide” into cohabitation without having long-term plans or strong dedications to their future 



4 
 

relationships (Stanley et al., 2004). The presence or absence of marriage intentions, maybe 

representing a person’s commitment to the union, may make a meaningful difference among 

cohabiting couples in terms of their relationship future (Stanley, Rhoades, & Markman, 2006). In 

particular, marriage intentions of cohabiting couples who have a child together (i.e., cohabiting 

parents) may make a significant difference in their relationship stability (e.g., Wu, 1995) 

compared to those who do not have such intentions considering that having mutual children 

represents a significant investment together in the unions. No study in the literature has 

examined how cohabitors’ marriage intentions, specifically after their non-marital child’s birth, 

are indeed associated with marriage entrance as well as continuing cohabition over time (also see 

Brown & Bumpass, 1996; Brown, 2000). 

  

1.2.2 Commitment determinants.  

In addition to marriage intention, researchers have also discussed cohabitors’ 

commitment determinants such that the commitment level of cohabitors would predict their 

relationship stability (Rusbult et al., 1998). Rusbult and colleagues (1998) suggested that one’s 

relationship satisfaction, investment size, and level of alternatives construct his or her 

commitment level, which influences the person’s decision to stay or leave the union over time. 

Among cohabiting parents, the level of commitment they build and experience before or around 

the childbirth together—which is determined by such factors as relationship satisfaction during 

pregnancy, investment made around the child and parental relationship, and alternative 

relationships to support the childrearing—would influence their important decision to live 

together with their partner, who also is their child’s parent.  

 

1.2.3 Coparenting satisfaction.  

Coparenting experience can play an important role in linking or affecting the association 

between marriage intention and relationship stability. Unlike relationship quality, coparenting as 

an interpersonal process (i.e., mediator or moderator) has not been studied frequently among 

cohabiting families. The role of coparenting is distinguished from relationship quality in the 

family system (Buckley & Schoppe-Sullivan, 2010); however, it is still related to relationship 

quality and stability (e.g., marital or cohabiting relationship).  Moreover, just as relationship 

quality predicts a union’s relationship stability, coparenting satisfaction may also be associated 
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with the cohabiting couples’ relationship stability (also see, Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011). In 

addition, as being parents brings significant differences related to the cohabiting couples’ 

relationship stability due to the increased level of commitment (Manning & Smock, 1995), it is 

logical to examine the possible role of coparenting experience on the association between 

marriage intention and relationship stability—how coparenting satisfaction plays a moderating 

role in the decision to enter marriage or to stay in the cohabiting relationship. In addition, it is 

also important to consider that a parent’s satisfaction (i.e., perceived coparenting support from 

his or her partner) is not only based on the parent’s perception, but also is related to the partner’s 

actual cooperative parenting behaviors (McClain, 2011). In other words, though coparenting 

satisfaction is primarily reported by one parent, the satisfaction is also directly influenced by the 

partners’ actual behaviors due to the interdependent nature of coparenting, especially when 

parents are living together.  

Similarly, one parent’s marriage intention may influence their later relationship status 

through his/her partner’s perception of his/her cooperative parenting behavior (coparenting 

satisfaction). Due to the interdependent nature of the couple’s relationship (Kelley & Thibaut, 

1978), one parent’s coparenting behavior may be motivated by his/her marriage intention, which 

attribute to his/her partner’s satisfaction with his/her coparenting behavior. For instance, if a 

cohabiting father wants to marry his child’s mother, he may be more likely to be supportive with 

coparenting (i.e., cooperative behavior), which may increase the mother’s coparenting 

satisfaction. Such coparenting satisfaction, in turn, may lead to an increasing likelihood of the 

couple getting married or continuing cohabitation. Therefore, one parent’s marriage intention 

may be mediated by the partner’s coparenting satisfaction, thus predicting their later relationship 

status. Further, considering that parents’ marriage intentions and coparenting experiences are 

formed and experienced in the interpersonal and mutual context, it is also logical to examine the 

associations of marriage plans and coparenting satisfactions of mothers and fathers together, 

across gender. Thus, to better reflect interconnected relationships between mothers’ and fathers’ 

marriage intentions and coparenting, I test mediating effects of coparenting satisfaction in the 

associations between the both mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans and later relationship 

association.    
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1.3 Goals of This Study and Research Questions 

Considering the prevalence and instability of cohabiting families, and the unfavorable 

outcomes associated with the instability, such as adverse child outcomes and negative 

personal/relationship outcomes, more studies are needed to identify risky or protective factors to 

promote the stability of cohabiting families and the well-being of children involved. While the 

brief overview of the studies on cohabitating families showed that children in cohabiting families 

are at a greater risk than children in families with married parents, and hence have been a 

primary focus of intervention, improving child well-being might best be achieved by improving 

parental functioning and the stability of cohabiting families. In other words, although the primary 

goal of the intervention for cohabiting families is to secure the wellbeing of the children, the 

proximal target of the intervention should be the cohabiting parents, aiming at improving 

couples’ relationship stability and positive parental functioning. In the literature review and 

following chapters, I used marriage plans to represent cohabiting parents’ marriage intentions 

because the term was more often and/or interchangeably used in the literature. 

Hence, in this dissertation, I first aimed to test how marriage plans of cohabiting mothers 

and fathers predict their later relationship status, both separately (i.e., examining mothers’ and 

fathers’ marriage plans in separate models) and jointly (i.e., examining mothers’ and fathers’ 

agreed marriage plans in one model). I also proposed three commitment determinants as possible 

predictors with the marriage plans. In addition, I tested possible gender differences between 

cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans. Second, I investigated possible moderating 

effects and mediating effects of coparenting satisfaction on marriage plans and relationship status 

over time, in separate analyses. In all analyses, I evaluated relationship stability by distinguishing 

relationship status according to three categories; cohabiting couples who later married, still 

living together, and no longer living together (broken up).  The conceptual model is illustrated in 

Figure 1.  

 

1.3.1 Research Questions  

Specific research questions of this dissertation are:  

1. Do cohabiting parents’ marriage plans, while considering the commitment 

determinants (i.e., relationship satisfaction, investment, and alternatives), influence 

their relationship status over time? 
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1.1. Do cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans as well as their 

relationship satisfaction, investment, and alternatives predict their future 

relationship status categorized as married, continued cohabitation, or breakup?  

1.2. Do cohabiting mothers’ or fathers’ marriage plans influence their later 

relationship status differently?  

1.3. Do cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ joint marriage plans predict their 

relationship status over time?  

2. Does cohabiting parents’ coparenting satisfaction moderate the effect of marriage 

plans (considering the commitment determinants) on relationship status over time?  

2.1. Does cohabiting mothers’ or fathers’ coparenting satisfaction moderate the 

effect of their own marriage plans on relationship status?  

2.2. Does cohabiting mothers’ or fathers’ coparenting satisfaction moderate the 

effect of their partners’ marriage plans on relationship status?   

3. Does coparenting satisfaction mediate the effect of marriage plans (considering the 

commitment determinants) on relationship status over time? 

3.1. Does partner’s coparenting satisfaction mediate the effect of mothers’ and 

fathers’ marriage plans on relationship status?  

3.2. Does mothers’ or fathers’ coparenting satisfaction mediate the effect of their 

own marriage plans  on relationship status?  

Important demographic and other relational factors of cohabiting parents were included 

to examine their effects based on the previous studies that have demonstrated their effects 

associated with cohabitors’ relationship stability (e.g., race and ethnicity, income, education, age, 

religiosity, having other children, and relationship length; Booth, Johnson, Branaman, & Sica, 

1995; Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Kenney & Bumpass, 2008; Osborne, Manning, & Smock, 2007).   

 

1.4. Overview of Research Plan 

Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS, Reichman, Teitler, Garfinkel, & 

McLanahan, 2001) data was used to explore the associations among cohabiting parents’ marriage 

plans, commitment determinants, coparenting satisfaction, and relationship status over time. The 

FFCWS study followed 4,898 families—new parents and their children—from the birth of the 

focal child to the time the child was 9 years old.  Data were collected from both mothers and 
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fathers shortly after the birth of the focal child at the hospital (1998-2000), and again when the 

focal child was 1, 3, 5, and 9 years old. As a result, this dataset is well suited for investigating the 

trajectory of cohabiting parents’ relationships from the birth of the child spanning several years 

later.  

Because the outcome of relationship status has three categories, multinomial logistic 

regression analysis was used. Mplus 7.4 was used to run the models (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-

2012). Mplus is software that provides a strong and wide range of statistical modeling techniques 

including multinomial logistic regression and dyadic data. Mplus also provides techniques that 

result in less biased estimation such as Full Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML).  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 

2.1. Cohabiting Unions as Fragile Families 

With increasing numbers of studies on cohabitation over the last decades, researchers 

have suggested that cohabiting couples are significantly more likely to experience adverse 

outcomes in their relationships (e.g., instability; Bumpass & Lu, 2000). Specifically, several 

studies have attempted to identify factors that are associated with the instability of cohabiting 

families. While there are many aspects to consider in both macro (i.e., societal/structural) and 

micro (i.e., personal/interpersonal) perspectives to explain why cohabiting unions more easily 

break up than married ones, for the last decades, studies have reported that cohabiting couples in 

general have lower levels of education and earn less income than married couples (see, Kenny & 

Bumpass, 2008). In addition, researchers have agreed that lower levels of commitment among 

cohabitors may also be a reason for their higher rates of break up (e.g., Nock, 1995; Stanley, 

Whitton, & Markman, 2004).   

 

2.1.1. Lower Socio-Economic Status  

Whereas the number of cohabitating unions has increased across different socio-

demographic groups (i.e., different levels of income, education, race, and religion), research has 

suggested that people with low levels of income and education more often choose to cohabit and 

start families out of wedlock.  The U.S. Census Bureau (2013) reported that significantly more 

cohabiting, unmarried parents with at least one biological child under 18 are living in lower 

socio-economic brackets compared to married-parents families: Forty two percent of never-

married parents with at least one joint child were found to live below the poverty line compared 

to 8.9 percent of married parents.  Also, among unmarried parents, 83 percent reported neither 

partner had a bachelor’s degree, whereas 50 percent married couples do. Indeed, in several 

studies, many cohabiting couples reported that they had not yet married because of financial 

reasons (e.g., Edin, 2005), saying they could not afford a wedding or marriage (including the cost 

of possible divorce) when they were moving in together.  

In addition, lower socioeconomic status among cohabitors is also found to be associated 

with cohabiting unions’ relational vulnerability. For instance, the stress experienced by couples 
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is related to (if not caused by) the lack of resources, and financial instability may directly and 

indirectly contribute to or amplify interpersonal troubles in their relationships and may limit their 

ability to deal effectively with such troubles (Stets, 1991). As cohabitors are more likely to live 

in poverty, they might be more vulnerable to relational problems in their unions. In sum, low 

levels of income and education explain both why people choose to live together without getting 

married as well as why they are more prone to negative interpersonal relationships, which are 

inevitably associated with the relationship instability.  

 

2.1.2. Lack of Commitment  

While low socioeconomic status has been extensively discussed as a major detrimental 

factor of relationship instability of cohabiting families, differences in commitment levels (i.e., 

dedication, investment) also influence negative relational outcomes (Nock, 1995). While there 

are different types of cohabitation (e.g., Gold, 2012), many couples “slide into” cohabitation, not 

having a clear plan for their cohabitation and future together (Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 

2009). The expectation of most cohabiting couples is often to test their compatibility living 

together first, while whether they will marry or not remains quite uncertain. Indeed, most people 

who cohabit do not marry their first partner, which often negatively influences their life 

satisfaction (Rhoades, Dush, Atkins, Stanley, & Markman, 2011) and the interpersonal and legal 

investment in their relationship (Poortman & Mills, 2012). According to Gold (2012), the 

characteristics of cohabiters who are testers may include having unclearly defined roles and 

expectations, limited dedication and investment to their relationship and childrearing, as well as 

mental health problems and other stresses from previous cohabitations. In sum, many cohabitors 

start living together without having long term plans and dedication to their partners and the 

unions, which is related with their experience of restricted interpersonal interactions/relationship 

and investments.  

Compared with married couples, cohabitors are less committed, make limited investment, 

and experience more negative interactions in their unions (Axinn & Thornton, 1992; Stanley et 

al., 2004) — all of which negatively influence their relationship stability. For this reason, there 

have been efforts from groups and institutions supporting and encouraging couples to marry 

(e.g., Supporting Healthy Marriage Project, by U.S. Department of Health and Human Services 

(HHS)). However, cohabitation has increasingly become an acceptable way to form families for 
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many people (Bumpass, James, & Cherlin, 1991), and in that respect, continued cohabitation, 

though maybe not as optimal as marriage, can also be a lasting family union indicating 

relationship stability, particularly among those who view cohabitation as a substitute, if not an 

alternative, to marriage.   

 

2.1.3. Adult Emotional and Behavioral Problems  

Several studies have shown that adults in cohabiting relationships are more vulnerable to 

emotional and behavioral problems.  Studies have reported that individuals in cohabiting 

relationships tended to experience depressive symptoms more frequently than their married 

counterparts (Brown, 2000a; Brown, Bulanda, & Lee, 2005; Deklyen, Brooks-Gunn, 

McLanahan, & Knab, 2006; Klausli & Owen 2009; Waite & Gallagher, 2001) and were more 

likely to experience intimate partner violence and substance use (Urquia, O’Campo, & Ray, 

2013). Even premarital cohabitation was shown to influence negatively couples’ relationships 

such that couples who married after premarital cohabitation reported lower quality and 

satisfaction in their marriages (Klausli & Owen, 2009; Thomson & Colella, 1992), explained by 

the experience effect—interpersonal relationships during cohabitation not having strong legal 

and interpersonal commitment affect the marital relationship negatively (Stanley et al., 2006).  In 

addition, parents’ wellbeing is a critical issue because it significantly influences children’s 

wellbeing and adverse outcomes (Amato & Booth, 1997).  

 

2.1.4. Negative Child Outcomes  

In addition to negative effects on the parents, an important focus of studies on 

cohabitation and interventions for these families is the well-being of children living with 

cohabiting parents.  While it is not the focus of this study, it is important to discuss negative 

outcomes around children’s wellbeing associated with parental cohabitation to address the need 

of more studies on parental relationship stability. As noted, cohabiting adults with biological 

children have lower relational stability than couples who married without first cohabiting, such 

that children of Black and Hispanic cohabiting couples experienced significantly higher odds of 

parental separation compared to children from married parents at ages 1, 5, and 10 years 

(Manning, Smock, & Majumdar, 2004). Thus, for Black and Hispanic couples, the environment 

of children in cohabiting families is far less stable than that of children from married families.   
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Needless to say, these risk factors are closely associated with the outcomes experienced 

by children in cohabiting families.  The well-being of children is directly related to quality of the 

parental relationship and coparenting practices (Gable, Crnic, & Belsky, 1994).  Children of 

cohabiting parents are often at higher risk of abuse, parental separation, and experience lower 

parental sensitivity and parental dedication.  Whereas many children raised by cohabiting parents 

may grow up to experience outcomes similar to those from married parent families, studies have 

shown that the behavioral and emotional outcomes of children are worse for the children of 

cohabitating parents, compared to children from married two-parent families (Brown, 2004b; 

Manning, 2002; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).  Especially when children are living with non-

biological parent figures (e.g., mother’s partner), they not only often struggle to form a healthier 

(e.g., lasting) attachment and emotional bond, but also are more likely to be exposed to child 

abuse and neglect (Sedlak et al., 2010).  During adolescence, children from cohabiting 

stepparents also showed higher rates of delinquency and lower grade point averages (GPA) than 

the children from single unmarried mother headed families (Manning & Lamb, 2003) and higher 

levels of behavioral and emotional problems than the children from married parents (Brown, 

2004b). Thus, it is important to consider levels of parents’ commitment in the cohabiting unions, 

their interpersonal relationships, and relationship stability as critical to better understand how to 

help and support cohabiting parents to provide lasting and secure living environments for 

children’s wellbeing. 

 

2.1.5. Direction of Future Research   

While the rapid increase in cohabiting couples in the U.S. has drawn the attention of 

many researchers for the last several decades with respect to its prevalence and influence on the 

families in society, not as much focus has been given to relationship issues within cohabiting 

families, such as couple interaction and processes (Gold, 2012), which would influence their 

relational outcomes (e.g., relationship stability). With limited empirical studies on such aspects, 

systemic or institutional support to secure and improve the quality and stability of cohabitating 

families has not been effective (e.g., the Building Strong Family).  Research is needed to identify 

factors promoting relationship stability among cohabiting couples and understand the 

mechanisms of the effect.  Based on the literature reviewed, in this study, I focused on marriage 
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plans and coparenting satisfaction of cohabiting parents, to explore how cohabiting mothers’ and 

fathers’ marital intentions and interpersonal experience effect their later relationship status.  

 

2.2. Theoretical Perspectives 

 Commitment models and Family Systems perspectives are used to explain the 

associations among marriage intention, coparenting support, and relationship stability of 

cohabiting parents in a longitudinal perspective.  

 

2.2.1. Commitment Models and Marriage Intention  

Commitment level is defined as one’s will or intention to continue a relationship over 

time (Rusbult, 1983). Comparing cohabiting and marital relationships, studies have shown that 

cohabitation is substantially different from marriage in terms of commitment in the relationships 

such that cohabitors have a lower level of commitment to their relationships than married 

couples (Cherlin, 2004; Nock, 1995; Stanley et al., 2004). Nock (1995) asserted that cohabitation 

appeals to cohabitors due to the lack of legal obligation and bonds compared to forming a marital 

union which entails evident legal bonds (e.g., financial responsibility, childrearing), even after 

divorce.  Therefore, it is significantly easier for cohabitors to break up when they are not 

satisfied with each other than it is for married couples to break up. Thus, it logically makes good 

sense to assume that the persistence of a relationship may be seen to be dependent upon one’s 

commitment level in the relationship. Indeed, many studies have shown that marital relationships 

are significantly more stable than cohabiting unions (e.g., Manning et al., 2004; Stanley et al., 

2004).  

In that respect, the investment model of commitment (Rusbult, 1980, 1983) and Stanley’s 

commitment model (Stanley & Markman, 1992) are useful frameworks to better comprehend 

implications of marriage intentions of cohabitors as commitment and also to examine the link 

between marriage intention and relationship stability (i.e., marriage entrance and continuing 

cohabitation). According to Stanley and Markman (1992), one’s desire to continue a relationship 

and associated behaviors reflects personal dedication, and forces, pressures, and costs reflects 

constraint commitment, together composing one’s commitment. When cohabiting parents desire 

to stay with or marry their partners (i.e., personal dedication), especially while having a child 

together (i.e., higher constraint commitment), the desires may represent their commitment to the 
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family. Thus, if cohabiting parents’ marriage plans are found to be associated with their later 

relationship status, it would be possible to infer that having marriage plans reflects their 

commitment level and predicts relationship stability.  

Rusbult and colleagues (1998), suggest that one’s commitment level in a relationship can 

be determined by relationship satisfaction, presence of alternatives, and size of investment made 

in the relationship. According to this model of commitment, a person is more committed in the 

relationship when one is more satisfied with the partner, has no better alternative to the current 

partner/relationship, and has made more investment (i.e., individual/mutual contribution 

emotionally, financially). In turn, people who are more committed are more likely to stay longer 

in the relationship (stability). This model applies well to the current study’s intention to explore 

the implications of cohabiting parents’ commitment and marriage plans, predicting their later 

relationship status. More specifically, with the model’s typology (the three determinants of 

commitment) as well as marriage plans (also directly indicating commitment), it would be 

meaningful to compare and examine how cohabiting parents’ marriage plans and other 

determinants of commitment are together associated with their later relationship status.  

As discussed, many cohabitors tend to “slide into” living together without establishing 

long-term plans for, or strong dedication to, their future together (Manning & Smock, 2005; 

Stanley et al., 2006) or without considering their cohabitation as a long-term alternative to 

marriage (i.e., wanting to avoid legal obligations and financial burden). Thus, for cohabitors to 

have plans to marry their partners may be seen as a sign of commitment and exclusivity between 

partners (Nock, Sanchez, & Wright, 2008). In other words, when cohabitors have plans to 

marriage, they may be more committed to their relationship compared to those who do not have 

marriage intentions. In addition, Poortman and Mills (2012) asserted that cohabiting couples are 

found to make less commitment in their relationship, reporting that cohabiting couples who live 

together without plans to marry made the least joint investment and interpersonal commitment, 

while couples who married directly, without preceding cohabitation invested the most. Thus, 

cohabiting couples’ having marriage plans may represent their commitment level (compared to 

those who do not have plans) and such cohabitors with a plan to marry may be less likely to end 

the relationship or therefore more likely to eventually marry or continue cohabiting over time. 

Further, commitment models assert that relationships are more likely to last longer when there 
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are more ties that bind persons together (e.g., children) than there are factors that keep them 

separate from each other (Stanley et al., 2004).  

 

 2.2.2. Family Systems Theory  

Family systems theory provides a broad perspective for viewing the association between 

cohabiting parents’ marriage plans and their future togetherness. According to the family 

systems perspective (Minuchin, 1974), family is a goal-seeking system that moves together in a 

direction to achieve family goals. Applying this to cohabiting unions, cohabitors with marriage 

plans will be different from those who do not have such plans; the cohabiting parents may work 

together in the direction to achieve the goal and would be more likely to achieve the goal 

together.  

Further, family systems theory captures the interdependent nature of family members 

(Minuchin, 1974), which fits well to explain cohabiting parents’ coparenting practice. Research 

has shown that parental relationship and coparenting practice are closely related (e.g., Katz & 

Gotmman, 1996). As coparenting is practiced based on the consistent interactions of both 

parents, relational intentions, such as cohabitors’ marriage plans influence coparenting. Also, 

cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting behaviors may be related with each other. More 

specifically, when the mother experiences that the father is cooperative to her parenting, she is 

more likely to be supportive of the father’s parenting in turn. Also, due to the father’s supportive 

coparenting, the mother also would be satisfied with his coparenting; thus, parents reciprocally 

influence each other’s behavior and perception (satisfaction).  

Overall, family systems theory is a suitable framework that well explains intra-family 

processes, such as family communication and family problem solving process over time 

(Whitchurch & Constantine, 1993). While researches have examined different family processes 

in different types of families (married, divorced, or remarried), few have studied family 

processes among cohabiting families; instead, most cohabiting studies have been focused on 

finding what (e.g., negative outcomes) happens more often to whom (i.e., selection effect) among 

cohabiting families, such that how demographic characteristics matter. Thus, in this study, I 

would like to look into cohabiting families’ processes (including coparenting) using the family 

systems perspective to identify more broadly what happens within cohabiting families. 
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2.3. Relationship Stability of Cohabiting Parents 

2.3.1. Importance of Relationship Stability  

 In the literature, cohabitation has been found to be linked with union instability. While 

about half of cohabitors end their cohabiting union by entering marriage (Bumpass & Lu, 2000), 

the number of cohabitors entering marriage is declining (Lichter el al., 2006; Manning & Smock, 

2002). Excluding cohabitors who soon transition to marriage, far less than 20 percent of 

cohabitors stay in their cohabiting union over 3 years, and only about 10 percent of them stay 

over 5 years (Bumpass & Sweet, 1989; Bumpass & Lu, 2000).  

Union stability of cohabitation is often discussed compared to marital unions.  According 

to the studies, cohabiting unions are more likely to dissolve than married ones. Stafford and 

colleagues (2004) asserted that married unions with premarital cohabitation history are also more 

likely to dissolve than those who married without premarital cohabitation. While people believe 

that cohabitation provides a test of relationship compatibility and thus they are more likely to 

have a successful marriage when they enter marriage, such couples with premarital cohabitation 

are more likely to divorce compared to those who had no premarital cohabitation, even after 

controlling for socio-demographic factors (Smock, 2000).  

Taking into account having children in unions, cohabiting unions are still significantly 

less stable than married ones, even when cohabiting couples have children together. While the 

majority of cohabiting families are still similar to step-families, where children are from one 

parent in the parental union, childbirth in cohabiting unions has been increasing (Bumpass & Lu, 

2000).  Manning and colleagues (2004) showed that cohabiting couples with mutual biological 

children had lower relational stability than married couples with children who had married 

without precedent cohabitation. In addition, Kiernan and Mensah revealed that while about 88 

percent of parent who were married at their child’s birth stayed stable (get married or remain 

cohabiting) for the next 5 years, but only two thirds of cohabiting counterparts stayed stale. 

Osborne, Manning, and Smock (2007) showed that children born in cohabiting unions were five 

times more likely to experience parental separation compared to children born in married unions.  

Among cohabiting unions, a few studies have found that cohabiting couples with children 

are more likely to stay in their cohabiting unions than cohabiting couples without children 

(Manning & Smock, 1995; Wu, 1995).  However, few studies have looked at how having a child 

without wedlock influences couples’ relationship outcomes.   As cohabitation has become a 
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substitute to the institution of marriage, having a child in such a relationship may be regarded as 

evidence of their commitment to the union (Brown & Booth, 1996).  Yet, this idea—whether 

having a child reflects a cohabiting couple’s commitment—has not been carefully examined.  

 

2.3.2. Measuring Relationship Stability over Time   

 In the literature, relationship stability of marital unions is mainly categorized by the two 

discrete statuses—being married or divorced—when assessed in later time points (e.g., Carrère, 

Buehlman, Gottman, Coan, & Ruckstuhl, 2000; Heaton, 2002). However, examining cohabiting 

unions’ relationship stability is more complicated due to the nature of the cohabitating 

relationship.  

In the U.S., individuals in cohabiting unions are counted as single, and no legal obligation 

or bond exists between the two people in the union, which makes the union distinct from marital 

unions. While the relationship status between the partners in marital unions is still seen as 

married even while they are “separated,” enabling them to have two distinctive options to report 

their status (i.e., married or divorced), relationship status for cohabiting couples is often 

described in several different ways. More specifically, when asked, they may report they are still 

cohabiting (living together), visiting, separated or broken-up, married, divorced (after having 

been married), still in a positive, or romantic relationship but not living together. (see Carlson, 

McLanahan, & England, 2004; Waller & McLanahan, 2005). In addition, there are other aspects 

to consider when assessing cohabitors’ relationship status—uncertainty of status at the time of 

assessment and different reports between partners. As there is no concrete status difference 

exlegally or officially (i.e., cohabitors are still legally single), they may report differently their 

status based on the condition of the relationship. For instance, after having a severe argument 

they might have moved out and decided to end, reporting “separated;” however, such a status 

may change when asked a week later. In addition, it is very likely that cohabiting people describe 

their relationship differently from each other. For instance, one may report they are not in a 

romantic relationship anymore while still living together for practical reasons.  

In sum, measuring cohabitors’ relationship stability may be more complicated than 

assessing marital unions’ relationship stability. Unlike marriages, which have more definite 

beginnings and endings, cohabitors’ relationship status may change or fluctuate over time, with 

no clear-cut outcome and differences in the partners’ report of their status. In addition, when they 
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have children together, more ambiguity may be added to the relationships status, as partners may 

have to visit the child’s home after they are no longer romantically involved with each other. 

Taking into account the complexity of assessing the relationship status of cohabiting couples, it 

is important to carefully categorize the relationship status of cohabiting parents. Especially, 

considering that the goal of this study is to examine associations between relational intention and 

later relationship status, specifically after their non-marital child’s birth, it is very important to 

discreetly assess and reflect both parents’ reports of their relationship status. No study has 

examined how cohabitors’ marriage plans, specifically after their non-marital child’s birth, are 

associated with later differences in their relationship status. 

 

2.4. Marriage Plans as a Predicator 

Studies have shown that most cohabitors have plans to marry their partners (Sweet & 

Bumpass, 1987; Brown & Bumpass, 1996; Mauldon, London, Rein, Patterson, & Sommer, 

2004). The implications of marriage plans of cohabiting couples have been discussed in a few 

studies. For instance, Brown and Bumpass (1996) reported that cohabitors with marriage 

intentions were reported to have similar levels of relationship quality as married couples.  

Relating marriage plans to relationship stability, Brown (2004) suggested that cohabitors who 

had marriage plans are less likely to break up. Similarly, couples who expect their unions to 

dissolve (i.e., chance of breakup) are significantly more likely to separate and less likely to marry 

than their counterparts who perceive a low chance of union dissolution (Brown, 2000b). 

However, few studies have examined how having plans to marry reported at cohabitors’ 

childbearing is actually associated with both cohabiting parents’ relationship stability and 

marriage realization. 

Meanwhile, the implications of marriage plans in the prior studies were not clear. For 

instance, it was not known whether the marriage plans reported by cohabitors meant they had 

definite plans (i.e., engagement) or whether only one partner had a wish to marry his or her 

partner sometime in the future. As the two types supposed to be significantly different in 

predicting their marriage entrance, it is important to have clearer understanding about meanings 

of cohabitors’ having marriage plans. In the previous studies cohabitors’ marriage plans were 

examined as associated with their later marital entrance, but not to interpret the meaning of 

marriage plans (other than its association with marriage entrance). In addition, considering that 
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serial cohabitation (i.e., multiple cohabitations) is common among those who are economically 

disadvantaged (Lichter & Qian, 2008), it is unclear how such cohabitors’ marriage plans would 

be meaningful. Thus, in this study, I examined the relationship between marriage plans and later 

relationship status (i.e., married or cohabiting), which not only tested the association of marriage 

plans with marriage entrance, but also examined the association between marriage plans and 

continued cohabitation. The findings from the latter association provide a hint for the meaning of 

having marriage plans—whether it represents commitment in the cohabiting relationship.  

Also, previous studies were limited in terms of analyzing implications of marriage plans 

from both genders at both the individual level (i.e., analyzing males’ and females’ plans, 

separately, and comparing significant difference of the plans) and the mutual level (i.e., males’ 

and females’ agreement on marriage plans). For instance, in Brown’s (2004) study, no gender 

related information was found examining marriage plans’ association with union instability, 

while cohabitors’ gender also was not specified in another study of implications of marriage 

plans (Brown & Booth, 1996). Overall, implications of having both partners’ agreement on 

marriage plans has not yet been examined in the literature. Seltzer (2004) discussed that partners 

may have different ideas and motivations within their cohabitation, as well as with their marriage 

plans. Thus, it is important to study cohabitors’ marriage plans more carefully to better 

understand such plans and find practical implications.   

Lastly, viewing cohabitors’ marriage plans as a sign of commitment in their relationship, 

it is also important to study how one’s marriage plan influences his or her interpersonal 

dynamics in the union. Stanley, Whitton, and Markman (2004) asserted couples who are 

committed in their unions would pursue the interests of their relationship by sacrificing self-

interest. Applying this to the relationship between cohabiting parents, it is worthwhile to 

examine how marriage plans may be associated with relational dynamics, especially coparenting 

practice, of cohabiting partners who have a child together. To my understanding no study has yet 

examined the associations between cohabiting individuals’ marriage plans and their own 

coparenting behavior and/or perception about their partners’ coparenting.    

2.5. Determinants of Commitment as Predictors 

According to Rusbult et al. (1998), one’s commitment level is determined by level of 

satisfaction, investment, and alternatives; and commitment level is predictive of relationship 

stability. While re-examining the commitment model is not a goal of this study, it is meaningful 
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to examine whether such determinants per se among cohabiting parents are directly associated 

with later relationship status and how marriage intention and the determinants together are 

associated with the later status, similarly or differently.  Thus, I included the three determinant of 

commitment in this study as important factors to be tested with marriage plans.  

Rusbult and colleagues (1998) described relationship satisfaction as the positive and 

negative emotional experiences in a relationship. In the literature, relationship satisfaction (often 

used interchangeably with relationship quality, happiness, etc.) has been found as a strong 

predictor of relationship stability (e.g., Cutrona, Russell, Burzette, Wesner, & Bryant, 2011). 

Researchers reported that, especially among cohabitors, low relationship interaction and 

happiness were associated with relationship instability over time (Brown, 2003), and positive 

relationship quality is associated with union stability (McLanahan & Beck, 2010). Brown (2004) 

also showed that cohabitors who later enter marriage reported significantly higher relationship 

happiness than those who do not enter marriage. Meanwhile, Waller and McLanahan (2005) also 

reported that when cohabiting parents reported frequent arguments they were less likely stay in 

their union or transition to marriage over time. While cohabitors overall experience poorer 

relationship satisfaction compared to married couples (Brown & Booth, 1996; Nock, 1995), it 

has not been yet discussed whether cohabitors’ relationship satisfaction is similarly or differently 

associated with later relationship status.    

In terms of gender difference, Carlson, McLanahan, and England (2004) examined sub-

categories of relationship quality by gender and found that both mothers’ and fathers’ reports of 

supportiveness of their partner were significantly associated with their relationship status of 

cohabitation or marriage one year after the birth. Also, fathers who reported high levels of 

conflict were less likely to stay in cohabiting unions, but no such associations were found among 

mothers; and neither mothers’ nor fathers’ violence was associated with later relationship status.  

Investment, as a determinant of commitment level, represents the direct and indirect 

resources attached to the relationship, including time and effort made for the relationship, shared 

friends, children, etc. (Rusbult et al., 1998). Based on the model, cohabiting parents overall are 

seen to be more committed if they have children together (i.e., more investment) than those who 

do not have children together. Moreover, when they have made mutual investment to maintain 

their relationship and around their mutual children, such investment also may represent their 

commitment. For instance, if they have spent more time and money together having mutual 
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friends or doing activities together having an expectation or goal to develop and/or continue their 

relationship, such factors would influence their decision to stay in or leave the relationships.  

Lastly, alternatives refer to the degree to which one’s needs for companionship could be 

met outside of the current relationship, by friend and family members, or on one’s own (Rusbult 

et al, 1998). This concept is also applicable to cohabiting parents. While most cohabiting couples 

who have children together want to stay together (e.g., Edin & Reed, 2005), they may have 

different levels and types of alternatives to their family unions, which will influence the 

commitment level they would have to their cohabiting unions. For instance, if one of the parents 

has other close people around who are able and willing to provide child care for their children 

and/or who can provide consistent financial support, the parent would be less likely to have a 

strong need or desire to stay in the union (i.e., less committed) and less dependent on the partner, 

compared to those who do not have such alternatives. Thus, when such less committed parents 

are not satisfied with the partners’ support, it may be easier to leave the unsatisfying union. 

 

2.6. Coparenting as A Moderator and Mediator 

 Coparenting is broadly defined as adults’ shared activities rearing children together 

regardless of their relationship quality or status (Feinberg, 2002, 2003; McHale & Irace, 2011).  

Cohen and Weissman (1984) discussed four aspects of supportive coparenting alliance, including 

making joint investment for the child, valuing the other partner’s presence for the child’s growth, 

respecting the other partner’s opinions and input, and having communication over the needs of 

the child; thus, coparenting is closely related with the parents’ ongoing relationship.  Further, 

focusing on the importance of adults’ relationships and communication, studies have shown that 

the parenting alliance is significantly associated with child outcomes (e.g., Bearss & Eyberg, 

1998; Feinberg, Kan, & Hetherington, 2007; McHale et al., 2002). Earlier studies showed the 

importance of the coparenting relationship among divorced parents, such that children from 

divorced parents with high conflicts yielded worse outcomes compared with ones from 

collaborative divorced parents (e.g., Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992). Based on such findings, the 

majority of studies on coparenting focused on parental relationship within marriage or after 

divorce (see, Whiteside & Becker, 2000), aiming to help divorced parents develop and maintain 

active communication and collaboration around their children. Studies on coparenting between 

never married parents (vs. divorced) have increased during recent years with the drastic increase 
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of cohabiting families (e.g., Carlson, McLanahan, & Brooks-Gunn, 2008; Isabella, Williams, 

Pruette, 2003). Especially, coparenting and nonresident fathers’ involvement with young 

children after a nonmarital birth also has been discussed in several studies (e.g., Buckley & 

Schoope-Sullivan, 2010; Fagan & Palkovitz, 2011).  

Overall, while many studies have discussed adverse child outcomes to stress the 

importance of coparenting and union stability of cohabiting families, less attention has been 

given to understanding what aspects of (inter)personal relationship influence or interact with 

coparenting, as well as how coparenting influences the relationship stability of cohabiting 

parents. It is important to have a clear understanding of how coparenting, couple relationship and 

union stability are associated. In addition, better understanding of possible functions of 

coparenting is critical because coparenting is predictive of child outcomes (e.g., child 

adjustment, see Teubert & Pinquart, 2010), especially when considering that the cohabitors’ 

children are already at risk associated with the likelihood of parental breakups. Thus, in this 

study, understanding implications of cohabiting parents’ coparenting experience and related 

union stability is a major goal. While coparenting has been examined as a predictor or an 

outcome in other family contexts (e.g., married or divorced), it has not been much discussed as a 

moderator or a mediator, especially among cohabiting couples.   

 

2.6.1. Coparenting as A Moderator  

Few studies have examined the moderating effect of coparenting and other 

(inter)personal factors on cohabiting parents’ relationship stability. Related with the focus of this 

study, the possible interactive effect of coparenting satisfaction and cohabiting parents’ marriage 

plans on their later relationship stability has not been examined. In one study, Kolak and Vernon-

Feagas (2008) suggested that coparenting (positive coparental interactions) moderates the effect 

of parents’ conflict and stress on child adjustment. In another study, Feinberg and colleagues 

(2007) showed moderating effects between parents’ negative coparenting and adolescents’ 

behaviors predicting parents’ negativities. Though the focal variables are different, the findings 

of interactive effects around the parents’ relational factors and coparenting suggests that positive 

(or negative) coparenting experience may also have an interactive influence with other aspects of 

the parents’ (inter)personal relationships (e.g., marriage intention, relationship satisfaction), 
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predicting other relationship outcomes for cohabiting parents such as parental relationship 

stability and the decision to marry, stay in their unions, or break up. 

 

2.6.2. Coparenting as A Mediator  

A few studies have suggested a mediating role of coparenting. Feinberg (2003) proposed 

an ecological model of coparenting that included coparenting as a mediator within a broad family 

context, suggesting that coparenting may serve a link between two predictors (individual parent 

characteristics and parental relationship) and three outcome factors (parental adjustment, 

parenting, and child adjustment). Coparenting has been examined as a possible mediator 

especially within parents’ relationship context. Margolin, Gordis, and John (2001) reported a 

mediating effect of coparenting between parental conflict and parenting, such that among 

married couples, wives’ marital conflict was associated with husbands’ report of wives’ 

coparenting, which in turn predicted husbands’ parenting practice. A mediating effect of 

husbands’ coparenting also was found in the association between the husbands’ marital conflict 

and wives’ parenting practice.  

Examining the link between one’s marriage plan and partner’s coparenting satisfaction 

possible reflecting one’s being more cooperative in parenting, the theory of reasoned action 

(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1967) may provide an explanation to the link—one’ marriage plans and his 

or her cooperative parenting, being evaluated by partner. The theory suggests that individuals 

behave based on their intention to perform the behavior, which is determined by their attitude 

toward the behavior and subjective norms. Thus, when cohabiting parents had intention to marry 

their partners having mutual children, the parents may behave in their relationship based upon 

the intention—to marry their partners to keep the family union together. For instance, when 

fathers report higher coparenting satisfaction from mothers, that may reflect their partner—

mothers—might actually have been more cooperative. Thus, it is possible to infer that when 

mothers had marriage plans, she might have worked more collaboratively with fathers to stay 

with him over time (or to marry him) which in turn directly would be associated with (i.e., 

influence) fathers’ perception about mother’s coparenting behaviors—his coparenting 

satisfaction. In the context of cohabiting couples who have children together, such intention 

would be reflected on their coparenting practice, which also would influence their relationship 

stability. 
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Overall, few studies have examined coparenting as a moderator and/or mediator 

influencing cohabiting unions’ relationship stability in a longitudinal perspective. As 

childbearing experiences in unmarried unions are different from those of married or divorced 

parents, it is important to study implications of how the coparenting experiences influence 

cohabiting parents’ intentions for their future relationship, especially when they have marriage 

plans. Indeed, according to Feinberg (2002), couples’ transition to parenthood is a good time for 

the parents to have coparenting intervention due to their relative openness to learning as well as 

the lack of the established coparenting relationship between the parents yet at the stage. It is also 

suggested that providing more intense interventions for (noncustodial) fathers increases parents’ 

cooperative relationship and relationship improvement (Carlson & Högnäs, 2011). However, 

McHale and colleagues (2012) pointed out that “comparatively little concerted attention has been 

given to models for understanding and intervening to promote coparenting alliances in the 

majority of families headed by unmarried parents that will never transition to marriage” (p. 285).  

In that respect, findings from this study may also contribute to better understanding on how to 

support cohabiting parents’ coparenting practice. 

 

2.7. Gender 

 Gender is an important aspect to consider in examining union transitions among 

cohabitors.  Studies have shown that male partners make the more influential decisions for their 

unions on marriage, divorce, and/or separation (e.g., Zeiss, Zeiss, & Johnson, 1981). Brown 

(2000b) also suggested that the male’s preference for the cohabiting unions’ transition to 

marriage was more significantly associated with the unions’ actual marriage entrance than the 

female’s preference. Similarly, examining the cohabiting parents’ marriage expectations, fathers’ 

expectations were more strongly associated with cohabiting unions’ transition to marriage than 

mothers’ over time. However, as reported by Manning and Cohen (2012), among married unions 

who had premarital cohabitation with their spouse, the significant association between being 

engaged (or having definite marriage plans) and the unions’ stability was found only among 

mothers. Other studies also suggested that mothers being gatekeepers influence father 

involvement and/or residential status (Fagan & Barnett, 2003; Luccie, 1995). Overall, while male 

partners are often seen to take advantage when making family decisions due to gendered 

socialization in U.S. culture (Zvonkovic, Greaves, Schmiege, & Hall, 1996), it has not been 
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clearly examined whether such an explanation applies to the cohabiting parents (i.e., male 

partner’s marriage intention is more influential than female’s intention to decide whether to 

marry, continue living together, or break up), especially when measured at the birth of their 

children.  

 Gender differences associated with a couple’s relationship stability and their decision to 

stay in the relationship (either cohabiting or married unions) over time, have not been much 

discussed in literature. Margolin et al. (2001) examined mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting 

separately and reported that mothers rated coparenting less positively than did fathers. They 

showed that both mothers’ and fathers’ ratings of their partners’ coparenting were associated 

with their relationship outcomes (fathers’ and mothers’ marital conflicts and parenting), but the 

analyses were run separately for mothers and fathers. While the outcomes were not the same as 

the focal outcome of this study (relationship stability), studies are included in the literature that 

support an association between coparenting and relationship stability. As no study yet has 

examined gender difference in the influence of cohabiting parents’ coparenting as a predictor of 

relationship stability, the findings from this study are expected to add to the current literature.  

 

2.8. Other Important Factors 

2.8.1. Sociodemographic Factors 

 The number of cohabiting people has increased across all groups with respect to the 

socioeconomic and demographic aspects (e.g., racial/ethnic groups, ages, education, income, 

etc.). However, while those are not of main interest in this study, it is still important to carefully 

consider and examine how each of these aspects are associated with the outcomes of individual 

cohabitors and their cohabiting unions over time—union transitions and relationship experiences 

of cohabitors—to better understand the significance and implications of the effects of the focal 

variables. As the socio-demographic factors are significant predictors of cohabiting couples’ 

relationship transitions and interpersonal outcomes, several of the socio-demographic factors 

were selected and included in all analyses of this study as control variables.   

Income. Firstly, studies have shown that couples who are in lower socioeconomic status 

(SES) are more likely to choose cohabitation as an alternative to marriage to form a family (e.g., 

Bumpass & Lu, 2000). Such couples often report that they are not financially ready to enter (or 

cannot afford) marriage or achieve economic independence, and thus they alternatively choose to 
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move in together first considering their cohabitation as a prelude or (temporal) substitute to 

marriage (Edin & Reed, 2005; Sweet & Bumpass, 1990).  In addition, the union stability of 

cohabiting families has been found to be strongly associated with their financial status (Osborne, 

2005; also see Fein, Burstein, Fein, & Lindberg, 2003, for a review.). Not only does economic 

status influence how a couple starts and maintains their family as cohabiting unions, but it also 

influences how they transition their unions, whether entering marriage or breaking up, such that 

cohabitors who are more economically secure are more likely to enter marriage.   

Education. Studies have shown that education level is closely related with nonmarital 

childbearing and relationship instability among cohabiting families, such that nonmarital 

childbearing is found significantly more often among less educated people compared to their 

counterpart (Ellwood & Jencks, 2002) and parents’ education level also has been found to be 

negatively associated the higher unions instability among cohabiting parents (Osborne et al., 

2007). Meanwhile, with respect to parents’ gender, while Smock and Manning (1997) reported 

male partners’ education levels were associated with cohabitors’ union transitions, Osborne 

(2005) also showed that cohabiting mothers’ education level is predictive of marriage entrance.  

Race and ethnicity. Race and ethnicity are another important determinant of cohabiting 

unions’ relationship transition over time (Raley, 1996). In the literature, Black cohabitors have 

been reported to be less likely to marry their partners overall. More specifically, while studies 

showed that there is no significant racial difference in marriage expectations between White and 

Black women (Brown, 2000b), Black cohabitors have been found to be less likely to transition to 

marriage (Manning & Smock, 1995). Manning (2001) showed that among cohabiting women 

who became pregnant, Black mothers were three times more likely to stay in the cohabiting 

union than White mothers when the child was born. Also, among mothers who had a nonmarital 

childbirth, Black mothers were found to be less likely to be married one year after the birth. 

Manning and Cohen (2012) suggested that among married couples who had premarital 

cohabitation, Black women and Hispanic men were more likely to break up than their White 

counter parts. Meanwhile, Osborne et al. (2007) presented that the difference between the 

children’s risk of experiencing parental separation between married and cohabiting parents was 

greater among White children compared to Black or Mexican children.   

Religiosity.  Religosity has been discussed as a factor is associated with cohabitors’ 

relationship (Axinn, & Thornton, 1992; Lichter et al., 2006). While people who cohabit may be 



27 
 

less religious than married ones (Thornton, Axinn, & Hill, 1992), cohabitors’ religiosity are 

expected to influence their union transitions, especially their marriage entrance, as marriage is 

encouraged when forming a family in most of religions. Thus, even when couples started living 

together and had a child together, their religiosity would still influence their unions’ transition to 

marriage or staying together, compared to breaking up soon. It is not only expected that when 

cohabiting parents are more religious, they may be more likely to marry, but also more likely to 

stay in the family union over time (expecting to marry near future) than to break up. 

Other children. Raising partners’ children from a previous relationship requires more 

financial cost and thus entails more commitment overall (Lichter & Graefe 2001). Also, for such 

parents’, they need to evaluate partners’ personal qualities and parenting skills, and have to 

accept or deal with different arrangements associated with their or partner’s responsibilities to 

support children from previous relationship(s) as they have live together or plan to marry 

(Lichter, Qian, & Mellott, 2006). Considering these aspects, having children from previous 

relationship(s) is more likely to make the parents difficult to decide to marry or stay together in 

their cohabiting unions, even when they have a child together.  

 

2.8.2. Relationship Factor 

Relationship length. Stability of cohabitation is negatively associated with the duration 

of a cohabiting union. Transitions from cohabiting unions to marriage decline, such that fewer 

cohabitors are getting married within 5 years than before (Kenny & Bumpass, 2008). Lichter, 

Qian, and Mellot (2006) showed that cohabitations are more likely to end by union dissolution 

than by entering marriage. Even among cohabiting parents who had children together, the 

duration of a cohabiting union was negatively associated with ending the unions (i.e., both by 

marriage entrance and separation; Manning, 2004), such that every one month period increased 

the odds of getting married or separated decreased 1 to 2 percent.  Overall, as these relational 

factors are found to be predictive of the relationship status of cohabiting parents, it is important 

to include these factors in analyses to examine the relative significance of the variable of interest. 

2.9. Research Questions and Hypotheses 

Research Question 1. Do cohabiting parents’ marriage plans, while considering commitment 

determinants (i.e., relationship satisfaction, investment, and alternatives) influence their 

relationship status over time? 
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Research Question 1.1 Do cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans as well as 

the commitment determinants (relationship satisfaction, investment, and alternatives) 

predict their future relationship status categorized as married, continuing cohabitation, or 

breakup? 

Hypothesis 1.1 Cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans, as well as 

commitment determinants (relationship satisfaction, investment, and lack of 

alternatives) would be positively associated with their later relationship status of 

married or continued cohabitation (as compared to breakup).    

Research Question 1.2 Do cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ separate marriage plans 

predict later relationship status differently?  

Hypothesis 1.2. Cohabiting fathers’ marriage plans would be more strongly 

associated with their later relationship status compared to mothers’ plans. 

Research Question 1.3 Do cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ joint marriage plans predict 

their relationship status over time?  

Hypothesis 1.3 When cohabiting mothers and fathers have joint marriage plans, 

they would be significantly more likely to be married and cohabiting over time 

than those who both do not have marriage plans.  

Research Question 2. Does cohabiting parents’ coparenting satisfaction moderate the effect of 

their marriage plans (considering the commitment determinants) on relationship status over 

time?  

Research Question 2.1 Does cohabiting mothers’ or fathers’ coparenting satisfaction 

moderate the effect of their own marriage plans on relationship status?  

Hypothesis 2.1 When cohabiting mothers and fathers report higher satisfaction 

with their partners’ coparenting, their marriage plans would be more strongly 

associated with later relationship status of being married and cohabitation.   

Research Question 2.1 Does cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting satisfaction 

moderate the effect of their partners’ mariage plans on relationship status?   

Hypothesis 2.2 When cohabiting mothers or fathers see partners’ higher 

coparenting satisfaction, their marriage plans would be more strongly associated 

with later relationship status of being married or continued cohabitation.  
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Research Question 3. Does coparenting satisfaction mediate the effect of marriage plans 

(considering the commitment determinants) on relationship status over time? 

Research Question 3.1 Does partner’s coparenting satisfaction mediate the effect of 

mothers’ and fathers’ on relationship status?  

Hypothesis 3.1 Cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans would be 

indirectly associated with later relationship status through their partners’ 

coparenting satisfaction. In other words, the effect of marriage plans of cohabiting 

parents would influence their later relationship status through their partners’ 

coparenting satisfaction.  

Research Question 3.2 Does mothers’ or fathers’ coparenting satisfaction mediate the 

effect of their partners’ marriage plans on relationship status?  

Hypothesis 3.2 Cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans would be 

indirectly associated with later relationship status through their own coparenting 

satisfaction. In other words, the effect of cohabiting parents’ marriage plans 

would influence their later relationship status through their own coparenting 

satisfaction. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

METHOD 

 

 

3.1. Purpose of this Study 

 The purpose of this study was to better understand cohabiting couples’ later relationship 

status (i.e., being married, continued cohabitation, and break up), after having a child together, as 

predicted by their marriage plans, commitment determinants, and coparenting satisfaction. 

 

3.2 Source of Data: Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 

To answer my research questions, I reviewed and analyze existing a longitudinal data set, 

the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS; Reichman, et al., 2001). The FFCWS 

study followed 4,898 families—new parents and their children—from the birth of the focal child 

to the time the child was 9 years old. The FFCWS recruited participants from 20 large U.S. cities 

(i.e., populations over 200,000) between 1998 and 2000 and interviewed both mothers and 

fathers. The researchers purposively oversampled unmarried parents such that 75.8 percent (n = 

3,713) of the original families were unmarried at their child’s birth, especially focusing on 

unmarried fathers.  Data were collected from both mothers and fathers, separately, shortly after 

the birth of the focal child (baseline; Wave 1) at the hospital, and again when the focal child was 

1 (Wave 2), 3 (Wave 3), 5 (Wave 4), and 9 years old (Wave 5). Because of the availability of 

variables of interest, the current study used data from Waves 1, 3, and 4.  

The FFCWS dataset has several benefits for investigating the trajectory of cohabiting 

parents’ relationships from the birth of the child to later on. One of the main purposes of the 

FFCWS was to answer questions about unmarried parental relationship, such as, “What is the 

nature of the relationship between unwed parents? How many of these couples are involved in 

stable, long-term relationships? How many expect to marry? How many experience high levels 

of conflict or domestic violence?” (Reichman et al., 2001, p. 305), which fit well to provide 

information for the research questions I have developed in the current study. Upon birth of a 

child, each parent was asked in the baseline survey about their current relationship with his/her 

partner—relationship quality, relationship length, marriage plans, attitude toward marriage, 

pregnancy support, etc.  At each later time point after the baseline, parents were also asked about 

their perception about their partner’s coparenting support and their relationship status.  
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3.3. The Present Study 

For this study, I limited the study sample to only couples who were living together but 

unmarried at the birth of their child—mothers and fathers who reported to be living together with 

the child’s parent (N = 1,450). This excluded parents who were married at the focal child’s birth 

as well as those who were unmarried not living together (i.e., not cohabiting). Attrition analyses 

showed that the parents included in this study (i.e., cohabiting parents at childbirth; the analytic 

sample) are different from the parents who are not included (i.e., parents who were married or 

not living together at childbirth). In terms of race and ethnicity, compared to the parents who 

were excluded from this study, cohabiting mothers and fathers were more likely to be Hispanic 

(X2(1) = 59.41, p < .001; X2(1) = 80.09, p < .001, respectively) and less likely to be Black (X2(1) 

= 25.44, p < .001; X2(1) = 34.35, p < .001, respectively). Cohabiting fathers were less likely to be 

White (X2(1) = 4.47, p < .05). Regarding income and education, cohabiting mothers and fathers 

reported less household income (X2(1) = 7.88, p < .01; X2(1) = 49.79, p < .001, respectively) and 

less education (X2(1) = 60.75, p < .001; X2(1) = 68.12, p < .001, respectively). Lastly, both 

mothers and fathers in the analytic sample reported shorter relationship length at the childbirth 

(t(4818) = 7.37, p < .001; t(3810) = 9.25, p < .001, respectively). In addition, the proportions of 

parents who had marriage plans or no (86% vs. 14% and 91% vs 9% among mothers and fathers, 

respectively) remained almost the same from the parents at Year 5 (84.5% vs. 15.5 and 89.8% 

vs. 10.2% among mothers and fathers).  

 

3.4. Measures 

 To investigate the research questions, I included several variables from multiple time 

points (i.e., waves) from the dataset: Parents’ marriage plans (with their partners) were drawn 

from the baseline interview (Wave 1); Parents’ reports of partner’s coparenting support were 

derived from Wave 3 (child’s age 3); and parental relationship status was obtained in Wave 4 

(child’s age 5). To consider possible influences of other important personal and relational factors 

toward the later relationship status, which may conflict with the influence of marriage plans, the 

commitment determinants, cohabiting parents’ attitude toward marriage, relationship length, and 

relationship quality, as well as important socio-demographic factors, were also included.  
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3.4.1. Dependent Variable 

Relationship Status.  After baseline assessment, parents’ relationship status was 

assessed at Wave 4 by parent reports and interview checks.  Parental marital and cohabiting 

status were assessed and reported separately via constructed variables in data for each mother 

and father, whether parents have married or not, as well as whether they are living together or 

not among those who reported not being married.  Then to assess both parents’ reports of 

relationship status, mothers’ and fathers’ constructed variables of marital and cohabiting status 

were combined into a new variable: When both mother and father reported they were married, I 

coded them as being married (relationship status = 2); when both parents reported they were 

cohabiting, they were coded as cohabiting (relationship status =1); and when both variables 

reported they were not married and not living together, they were coded as not living together 

(relationship status = 0). 

 

3.4.2. Independent Variables 

Marriage plans. The unmarried mothers and fathers who were living together were 

asked, separately, whether they had plans to marry their partner in the future to assess each 

parent’s marriage plan. The question was “Do you and [baby’s other parent] have plans to marry 

in the future?” and the parents answered dichotomously, either 0 = yes or 1 = no. The answers 

were recoded into “marriage plan” where 1 = yes and 2 = no.  Marriage plan was assessed only 

in baseline assessment (Wave 1). To create a variable that reflects joint marriage plans of 

mothers and fathers, mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans were combined into a new variable 

with four categories: Joint marriage plans (when both reported that they have marriage plans); 

Mother-only plans (when mother only reported having plans); father-only plans; and both-no 

plans (when both reported they have no plans to marry).   

Commitment determinants. Relationship satisfaction was measured using five items 

(e.g., He/she is fair and willing to compromise when you have a disagreement? He/she hits or 

slaps you when he/she is angry? He/she expresses affection or love for you? He insults or 

criticizes you or your ideas? He/she encourages or helps you to do thigs that are important to 

you?); the items were recoded and summed to show higher scores reflect more positivity and less 

negativity. Investment was measured by a constructed variable, by combining relational 

investment (e.g., whether they spending time and money together to visit mutual friends, do 
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activities, etc.), using the dad’s last name for the child (among mothers only), and providing 

financial or other support to mothers during pregnancy (among fathers only). Lack of alternatives 

was measured by a constructed variable, by combining 5 items that asked parents’ having other 

close relationships before and after the child’s birth (e.g., During pregnancy, did you receive any 

of following support (financial assistance/a place to live) from anyone besides baby’s mother 

father?; during the next year, if you needed help, could you count on someone in your family to 

loan you $200, provide a place to live, or help with babysitting or child care?); the items were 

summed and recoded to represent higher scores reflect having less other relational and financial 

support other than their partner. 

Coparenting satisfaction.  Cohabiting parents were asked about their perceptions of 

partner’s coparenting support—how parents work together in raising a child. This measure 

included five items, such as, whether (FATHER/MOTHER) is with your child, he/she acts like 

the father/mother you want for your child; you can trust (FATHER/MOTHER) to take good care 

of your child; he/she respects the schedules and rules you make for your child, you and 

(FATHER/MOTHER) talk about problems that come up with raising your child; and you can 

count of (FATHER/MOTHER) for help when you need someone to look after (CHILD) for a 

few hours. Participants responded on a four-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = always to 4 = 

never.  These five items were recoded and then summed so that a higher score reflects a higher 

level of coparenting support from their partner. Cronbach’s alphas for this measure were .89 

among mothers and .72 among fathers.  

Others (Covariates).  Race/ethnicity was coded into four categories; Non-Hispanic 

White, Hispanic/Latino, African America, and others. Education of parents was coded by a 

dummy variable with two categories (less than college, some college and/or above). Household 

income was assessed by a dummy variable (less than $20,000 and $20,000 or more). Other 

children was coded into two categories, whether they have children from previous relationships 

or not. Religious service attendance was assessed as a continuous variable, ranging from 5 = 

Once a week or more to 1 = Not at all. Cohabiting parents’ Age and Relationship length was 

assessed by year as a continuous variable. All covariates were drawn from the baseline (Wave 1).  
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3.5. Analytical Strategy 

A set of appropriate statistical methods was used for data analysis to examine the 

research hypotheses.  To deal with the trichotomous outcome variable and examine path analysis 

as well as to properly deal with the missing variables, Mplus 7.4 was used for analysis (Muthén 

& Muthén, 1998-2012). Mplus is software that provides a strong and wide range of statistical 

modeling techniques including multinomial logistic regression and dyadic analysis. Mplus also 

provides techniques that result in less biased estimation such as Full Information Maximum 

Likelihood (FIML). To use FIML to deal with missing Data and perform multinomial logistic 

regression analyses for the categorical dependent variable, Mplus requires the use of MLR 

estimator, which provides maximum likelihood estimation with robust standard errors.  

First, to better understand the characteristics of the study sample and the interest 

variables, preliminary analyses were conducted including descriptive statistics and bivariate 

analyses.  To test the H1.1, I examined whether cohabiting parents’ plans to marry their partners 

at the birth of children are associated with later relationship status (i.e., whether parents are still 

cohabiting or have married vs. not living together anymore) at Wave 4 (when children are 5 

years old) using multinomial logistic regression analysis. To better understand the implications 

of marriage plans, the commitment factors (i.e., commitment determinant; Rusbults et al., 1998) 

also were included in the analysis as predictors. Other important socio-demographic factors were 

included in the analysis. This was run separately for mothers and fathers. 

To test H1.2, I ran another set of analyses to test whether the mothers’ and fathers’ plans 

are statistically different—indicating a possible gender difference between mothers’ and fathers’ 

marriage plans—having both mothers’ and fathers’ plans together in one model; in the model, 

mothers’ and fathers’ plans were first constrained and then freely estimated associated with the 

relationship status from Wave 4. Given that the standard chi-square difference test estimates are 

not available when MLR estimator is used in Mplus, I conducted a chi-square difference test 

using the Satorra-Bentler Scaled Chi-Square (Satorra, 2000), based on log-likelihood values and 

scaling correct factors from two analyses outcomes, having mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans 

constrained and unconstrained. If a calculated chi-square difference value between the two 

analyses is statistically significant (z > 3.86, p = .05), mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans are 

reported as statistically significantly different. 
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To test H1.3, I examined the associations between cohabiting parents’ joint marriage 

plans (i.e., both mothers and fathers having plans) and later relationship status. The result of this 

analysis was to reveal whether having joint marriage plans influences their later relationship 

differently from no having joint marriage plans (i.e., only one parent having plans or neither one 

having plans). Other commitment factors and socio-demographic factors of mothers and fathers 

were also combined and included in this analysis.  

To test H2.1 on possible moderation effects of coparenting satisfaction, both coparenting 

satisfaction and an interaction term of marital intention and coparenting satisfaction were added 

in the models in H1. To examine Hypothesis 2.1 (possible interaction effects of mothers’ and 

fathers’ marriage plans and their own coparenting satisfaction on their relationship status), 

parents’ coparenting satisfaction and an interaction term (e.g., mothers’ marriage plans X 

mothers’ coparenting satisfaction) were added in the mothers’ and fathers’ models in H1.1—

direct associations between marriage plans and later relationship status. All analyses were run 

separately for mothers and fathers; mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting satisfaction were included 

in the mother- and father-models, respectively.  The outcome from this analysis will inform 

whether effects of parents’ marriage plans are moderated by their coparenting satisfaction 

(measured three years after the childbirth), predicting their later relationship status at Wave 4.  

To test H2.2 (possible interaction effects of mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans and 

their partners’ coparenting satisfaction), partners’ coparenting satisfaction and the new set of 

interaction terms (parents’ marriage plans X partners’ coparenting satisfaction) were included in 

the mothers’ and fathers’ model, separately. The outcomes from this analysis will reveal whether 

effects of parents’ marriage plans are moderated by their partners’ coparenting satisfaction.  

Finally, to test H3 on mediation effects of coparenting satisfaction, I first added 

coparenting satisfaction to the model in H1 to see whether there is a significant effect of 

coparenting satisfaction and whether the direct association between marriage intentions and 

relationship status was reduced. The bootstrapping method was used for testing the significance 

of the mediating effect (Dearing & Hamilton, 2006; Shrout & Bolger, 2002). To test H3.1, I 

included partner’s coparenting satisfaction in mothers’ and fathers’ model of multinomial 

regression analysis in H1, respectively. To test H3.2, I included parents’ (own) coparenting 

satisfaction in each parent’s model. In addition to testing models for mothers and fathers 

separately, the mediating model was tested with mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plan and 
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coparenting satisfaction in one model, allowing the effects of mothers’ and fathers’ marriage 

plans to be associated with their own coparenting satisfaction as well as the partners’ 

simultaneously (Figure 2).  This allows examination of this model from a dyadic perspective. 

The control variables were also included in all analyses (not shown in moderation figures).  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

RESULTS  

 

 

4.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Descriptive statistics for the measures are provided in Table 1. Among the 1,450 

cohabiting parents, the majority of mothers and fathers intended to marry their partners, 

evidenced as 86 percent of mothers and 91 percent of fathers reported to have marriage plans at 

their child birth (Wave 1). The mean levels of coparenting satisfaction were 17.7 for mothers and 

18.8 for fathers. Later relationship status of parents who were cohabiting at Wave 1 was 

measured at Wave 4: Twenty five percent and 27 percent of mothers reported to be married and 

cohabiting, while 27 percent and 31 percent of fathers reported to be married and cohabiting. 

  Regarding race and ethnicity of cohabiting parents, 40 percent mothers were Black, 

followed by Hispanic and Whites (about 36% and 20%, respectively). Over 70 percent of both 

parents reported to have less than college education, and almost 50 percent of parents reported 

less than $20,000 houses hold income. More than half of mothers and fathers had children from 

previous relationships. Average ages of mothers and fathers were 24 and 27, respectively, and 

the average relationship length was about 4 years by the time of the child’s birth. At Wave 3, 

parents reported their coparenting satisfaction.  

The correlations among key variables of interests were also provided (Table 2). Among 

mothers, their marriage plan was correlated with being married (r = .095, p < .01), but not with 

continued cohabitation (r = -.017, p = .554). Mother’s plan was correlated with commitment 

factors, such as relationship satisfaction (r = .212, p < .01) and investment (r = .168, p < .01), but 

not with lack of alternatives. Mother’s plan was not correlated with their coparenting satisfaction 

(r = .031, p = .284).  Mother’s coparenting satisfaction was correlated with both being married 

and continued cohabitation (r = .182, p < .01; r = .156, p < .01, respectively). Regarding the 

commitment factors, mother’s relationship satisfaction and investments were also correlated with 

being married (r = .135, p < .001; r = .092, p < .01, respectively), but not with continued 

cohabitation (r = -.019, p = .501; r = .001, p = .960, respectively). Lack of alternatives were 

marginally but positively associated with both being married and continued cohabitation (r 

= .055, p = .053; r = .048, p = .090).  
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Among fathers, father’s marriage plan was not correlated with being married (r = .046, p 

< .108) and continued cohabitation (r = -.049, p = .092). Father’s marriage plan was correlated 

with relationship satisfaction (r = .135, p < .01) and investment (r = .141, p < .01). Their 

marriage plan was also marginally significantly correlated with their coparenting satisfaction (r 

= .054, p = .093). Fathers’ coparenting satisfaction was correlated with both being married and 

living together (r = .120, p < .001; r = .071, p < .05). In addition, father’s relationship 

satisfaction was correlated with being married (r = .129, p < .001) and investments was 

negatively correlated with continued cohabitation (r = -.069, p < .05). 

Lastly, between mothers’ and fathers’ reports, mothers’ marriage plans were correlated 

with fathers’ plans (r = .345, p < .01). Mothers’ marriage plan was correlated with father’s 

commitment factors (satisfaction: r = .089, p < .001; lack of alternatives: r = -.055, p < .05; 

investment: r = .146, p < .001), and fathers’ marriage plan was also correlated with mother’s 

commitment factors (satisfaction: r = .087, p < .001; investment: r = .072, p < .01). However, 

father’s marriage plan was not correlated with mothers’ lack of alternatives (r = -.027 p = .315).  

Mother’s and father’s coparenting satisfactions were also correlated (r = .242, p < .001). 

 

4.2 Hypothesis Testing 

 Results of testing the proposed research hypotheses are presented. First, the direct 

associations between the factors that represent cohabiting parents’ commitment to their union—

marriage plans and the three commitment components (relationship satisfaction, investment, and 

lack of alternatives)—and their later relationship status at Wave 4 were examined. The 

associations were examined both at individual and mutual levels, using multinomial regression 

analysis. Gender difference tests were also conducted to directly examine the statistical 

difference of mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans. Next, moderation effects of coparenting 

satisfaction were examined for mothers and fathers, separately. In this set of analyses, I first 

examined the effect of coparenting satisfaction on the later relationship status, followed by 

examining the interaction effect of coparenting satisfaction and commitment factors by including 

interaction terms of coparenting satisfaction and the four commitment factors (marriage plans, 

relationship satisfaction, investment, and alternative). Lastly, mediation effects of coparenting 

satisfaction between marriage plans and later relationship status were examined. The mediation 
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effects were first measured among mothers and fathers separately, and then mothers’ and fathers’ 

reports of marriage plans and coparenting satisfactions were included in one model.  

 

4.2.1 Testing the Associations between Marriage plans and Later Relationship Status  

 

H1.1. Cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans, as well as commitment 

determinants (relationship satisfaction, investment, and alternatives) are positively 

associated with their later relationship status of married or continuing cohabitation 

(as compared to breakup).    

 

The results are presented in Table 3. To examine the effects of cohabiting parents’ 

marriage intentions and the commitment determinants on their later relationship status, the 

relationship status at Wave 4 was regressed on marriage plans first (Model 1), and then regressed 

on marriage plans, relationship satisfaction, investment, and alternatives (Model 2). The analyses 

were conducted separately for mothers and fathers.   

As shown in Table 3, among mothers, marriage plans were significantly associated with 

being married (OR = 2.18, p < .01), but not with continued cohabitation (OR = 1.16 p = .50) at 

Wave 4 (Model 1). When the three commitment determinants were included in the previous 

model (now, Model 2), relationship satisfaction was significantly associated with being married 

(OR = 1.25, p < .01), while investment was marginally significantly associated with being 

married (OR = 1.15, p = .087) and (lack of) alternatives was not significantly associated with 

being married (OR = 1.74, p < .05). The association between mothers’ marriage plans and being 

married remained significant (OR = 1.73, p < .05). None of the commitment determinants were 

associated with mothers’ continued cohabitation at Wave 4.  

Among fathers (Table 4, Model 1), their marriage plans were not significantly associated 

with both being married (OR = 1.16, p = .63) and continued cohabitation (OR = .77, p = .31). 

When the commitment determinants were included (Model 2), fathers’ relationship satisfaction 

was positively and significantly associated with being married (OR = 1.26, p < .001), but not 

with continued cohabitation (OR = 1.04, p = .53); investment was significantly associated only 

with continued cohabitation (OR = .87, p < .05); and alternatives were not associated with both 

being married (OR = 1.00, p = .96) and continued cohabitation (OR = .97, p = .59). Their 
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marriage plans still were not significantly associated with both being married (OR = 1.02, p 

= .96) and continued cohabitation (OR = .81, p = .40). 

 

H1.2. Cohabiting fathers’ marriage plans would be more strongly associated with 

their later relationship status compared to mothers’ plans.  

 

Mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans were directly compared in one model. Though it 

was found that only mothers’ plans were significantly associated with being married from the 

results of testing Hypothesis 1.1, differently from the expectation, to further explore the 

difference between mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans, chi-square difference test was 

conducted using the log-likelihood values and scaling correction factors which were generated 

by the MLR estimator, as below (Satorra, 2000). When mothers’ and fathers’ plans were 

constraint (H0; the null model) and freely estimated (H1; the alternative model) in the model, 

log-likelihood value L0 and L1, as well as scaling correction factors c0 and c1 were found as 

below,  

 

  L0 = -23587.665, c0 = 1.0629 with 224 parameters (p0 = 224) 

 L1 = -23585.090, c1 = 1.0620 with 227 parameters (p1 = 227) 

 

I computed the difference test scaling correct cd, using the equation as below, 

 cd = (p0 * c0 - p1*c1)/(p0 - p1) = .9948 

 

 and also computed the chi-square difference test (TRd) as follow:  

 TRd = -2*(L0 – L1)/cd = 5.18/.9948 = 5.21 

 

 The result suggest that mothers and fathers were statistically significantly different (5.21 

> 3.86 (Z), p = .05).   

 

H1.3. When cohabiting mothers and fathers have joint marriage plans, they would 

be significantly more likely to be married and cohabiting over time than those who 

both do not have marriage plans.  
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To examine the influence of cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ joint marriage plans on 

their later relationships status, the relationship status at Wave 4 was regressed on the combined 

mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans (2 categories; joint plans and no joint plans), with other 

control variables combined as well. Results were shown in Table 5. The analyses results showed 

that when analyzed without the commitment determinants (Model 1), the joint plans were 

significantly associated with their being married (OR = 1.57, p < .05), but not with continued 

cohabitation (OR = .90, p = .58). When the commitment determinants were included (Model 2), 

the marriage plans were not significantly associated with both being married (OR = 1.31, p = .27) 

and continued cohabitation (OR = .88, p = .51). Relationship satisfaction was significantly 

associated with being married (OR = 1.45, p < .001), but not with continued cohabitation (OR = 

1.08, p = .265). Both investment and alternatives were neither associated with being married nor 

continued cohabitation.  

 

4.2.2. Testing Moderating effect of Coparenting Satisfaction   

 

H2.1 When cohabiting mothers and fathers report higher satisfaction with their 

partners’ coparenting, their marriage plans would be more strongly associated with 

later relationship status of being married and cohabitation.   

 

To test moderating effect of mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting satisfaction with their marriage 

plans on the union’s later relationship status, the interaction terms, mother’s marriage plans X 

fathers’ coparenting satisfaction, were created. Results were shown in Table 6. First, one’s own 

coparenting satisfaction was included as a predictor to examine its influence on the later 

relationship status (Model 1). Among mothers, the results showed that mothers’ coparenting 

satisfaction was significantly associated with both being married and continued cohabitation (OR 

= 1.32, p < .001; OR = 1.27, p < .001, respectively), suggesting positive effects of mothers’ 

coparenting satisfaction on their later relationship status. When coparenting satisfaction was 

included, the association between mother’s marriage plans and being married became marginally 

significant.  

Then, the interaction term was included and analyzed. The analysis results (Model 2) 

revealed that the interaction term of mothers’ marriage plans and their coparenting satisfaction 
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was positively and significantly associated with continued cohabitation (OR = 1.20, p <. 05), but 

not with being married (OR = .99, p = .92) at Wave 4, suggesting that the association between 

mothers’ marriage plans and their later continued cohabitation were dependent upon the level of 

their coparenting satisfaction (about fathers’ supportive coparenting).  

Results for fathers were shown in Table 7. Among fathers, their coparenting satisfaction 

also was found to be positively and significantly associated with the later relationship status, 

both being married and continued cohabitation, suggesting positive influence of coparenting 

satisfaction on their later relationship (Model 1).  In a following analysis, when the interaction 

term (father’s marriage plan X fathers’ coparenting satisfaction) was added, the results showed 

that (Model 2) the interaction term was significantly associated with both being married and 

continued cohabitation (OR = 1.42, p <. 05; OR = 1.35, p <. 05, respectively), suggesting that the 

associations between fathers’ marriage plans and the later relationship status, both being married 

and continued cohabitation, were dependent upon their coparenting satisfaction (about mothers’ 

supportive coparenting). 

 

H2.2 When cohabiting mothers and fathers see partners’ higher coparenting 

satisfaction, their marriage plans would be more strongly associated with both later 

relationship statuses of being married or continued cohabitation.  

 

To test moderating effect of mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting satisfaction with their 

partners’ marriage plans on the union’s later relationship status, the interaction term (one’s 

marriage plans X partners’ coparenting satisfaction) were created. Results for mothers were 

shown in Table 8. Among mothers, the results from adding coparenting as a main effect (Model 

1) showed that mothers’ coparenting satisfaction was significantly associated with both being 

married and continued cohabitation (OR = 1.28, p < .001; OR = 1.17, p < .001, respectively), 

consistently with the findings from H2.1. When the interaction term was included and analyzed, 

the results (Model 2) showed that the interaction term of mothers’ marriage plans and their 

partners’ (i.e., fathers’) coparenting satisfaction was positively and significantly associated with 

being married (OR = 1.06, p <. 001) as well as continued cohabitation (OR = 1.04, p < .05) at 

Wave 4, suggesting that the associations between mothers’ marriage plans and their later 
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relationship status, both being married and continued cohabitation, were dependent upon the 

level of their partners’ (i.e., fathers’) coparenting satisfaction.  

Results for fathers were shown in Table 9. Among fathers, the analyses results (Model 2) 

showed that the interaction term of fathers’ marriage plans and mothers’ coparenting satisfaction 

was significantly associated with their later relationship status with being married (OR = 1.06, p 

< .001) continued cohabitation (OR = 1.03, p < .05) at Wave 4, suggesting that the associations 

between fathers’ marriage plans and their later relationship status, both being married and 

continued cohabitation, were dependent upon the level of their partners’ (i.e., mothers’) 

coparenting satisfaction.  

 

4.2.3. Testing Mediating effect of Coparenting Satisfaction   

 

H3.1 Cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans would be indirectly 

associated with their later relationship status through their partners’ coparenting 

satisfaction. In other words, the effect of marriage plans of cohabiting parents 

would influence their later relationship status through their partners’ coparenting 

satisfaction.  

 

To test mediating effects of partners’ coparenting satisfaction between parents’ marriage 

plans and later relationship status, path model analyses were conducted, including parents’ 

marriage plans, partners’ coparenting satisfaction, and later relationship status from Wave 1, 3 

and 4, respectively. The results were shown in Figure 3. The results revealed that fathers’ 

coparenting satisfaction did not mediate the association between mothers’ marriage plans and 

later relationship status. More specifically, mothers’ marriage plans were not significantly 

associated with fathers’ coparenting satisfaction (β = -.01, p = .222), while coparenting 

satisfaction was associated with being married and continued cohabitation (β = .50, p < .001; β 

= .53, p < .001, respectively).  

The analysis results of testing mediation effect of mothers’ coparenting satisfaction 

between fathers’ marriage plans and later status showed that mothers’ coparenting satisfaction 

did not mediate the association between fathers’ marriage plans and later relationship status as 

fathers’ marriage plans were not significantly associated with mothers’ coparenting satisfaction 
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(β = -.03, p = .340).  However, fathers’ coparenting satisfaction was significantly associated with 

later relationship status in the analysis (β = .80, p < .001; β = .87, p < .001, respectively). 

 

H3.2 Cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans would be indirectly 

associated with their later relationship status through their partners’ coparenting 

satisfaction. In other words, the effect of marriage plans of cohabiting parents 

would influence their later relationship status through their partners’ coparenting 

satisfaction. 

 

Mediating effects of one’s own coparenting satisfaction between parents’ marriage plans 

and later relationship status were examined. Results were shown in Figure 4. The analysis results 

of testing mediation effect of mothers’ coparenting satisfaction between mothers’ marriage plans 

and later status revealed that mother’s marriage plans were not significantly associated with their 

coparenting satisfaction (β = .04, p = .222), suggesting no mediating effect of mothers’ 

coparenting satisfaction between their marriage plans and later relationship status. However, 

mothers’ coparenting satisfaction was significantly associated with later relationship status in the 

analysis (β = .76, p < .001; β = .86, p < .001).   

 The analysis results of fathers’ marriage plans and their coparenting satisfaction showed 

that fathers’ marriage plans were marginally significantly associated with their coparenting 

satisfaction (β = .05, p < .10), while fathers’ coparenting satisfaction was significantly associated 

with later relationship status, both being married and continued cohabitation (β = .56, p < .001; β 

= .58, p < .001). Further analysis using bootstrapped standard error showed that the mediating 

effects from partner fathers’ marriage plans to later relationship status were not significantly 

different zero, both being married (95% CI: -.004, .069) and continued cohabitation (95% CI: 

-.004, .074) suggesting that the mediating effect of fathers’ coparenting satisfaction between 

their marriage plans and later relationship status was not statistically significant.  

Finally, in addition to the separate analyses of mediating effect of mothers’ and fathers’ 

coparenting satisfactions, to examine interdependent relationships (simultaneous associations) 

among both cohabiting parents’ marriage intentions and coparenting experiences, mothers’ and 

fathers’ marriage plans and their coparenting satisfactions were included together in one path 

model (Figure 5). The analysis result showed that mothers’ and father’s coparenting satisfaction 
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were associated with both being married and continued cohabitation (mothers: β = .68, p < .001; 

β = .81, p < .001, respectively; fathers: β = .23, p < .01; β = .28, p < .01, respectively) when 

included and analyzed together. Regarding the paths from both parents’ marriage plans to their 

coparenting satisfaction, fathers’ marriage plans were significantly associated with their own 

(i.e., fathers’) coparenting satisfaction (β = .07, p < .05), which in turn were associated with later 

status. The direct association between fathers’ plans and later relationship status was still not 

significant. Followed analysis using bootstrapped standard error revealed that the mediating 

effects from partner fathers’ marriage plans to later relationship status were significantly 

different zero, both being married (95% CI: .000, .045) and continued cohabitation (95% CI: 

-.001, .041). This result may suggest that the mediating effect of fathers’ coparenting satisfaction 

between their marriage plans and later relationship status was statistically significant, when 

analyzed simultaneously with mothers’ marriage plans and coparenting satisfaction.  
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CHAPTER 5  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

 

5.1. Overview 

While an increasing number of people are living together and having children in their 

unions while not married, studies consistently have shown that such cohabiting unions are far 

less stable than married unions (Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Stafford, Kline, & Rankin, 2004). 

Research findings also show that cohabitors are in general financially worse off and have lower 

levels of education than married couples (Brown 2004; Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008; Vespa, 

Lewis, & Kreider, 2013). Thus, the federal government and various institutions have attempted 

to support these fragile families in different ways, such as providing financial assistance and 

educational opportunities so that the parents could provide a more stable family environment for 

their children. To support the families, relational and educational interventions also have been 

provided.  

According to Rusbult’s (1980; 1983) investment model of commitment and other 

previous studies (Cherlin, 2004; Stanley et al., 2004), cohabitors are less committed than married 

couples in their unions, which may be directly associated with relationship instability. While 

cohabitors are seen as less committed in their unions (e.g., having no legal bind), when they have 

children together as well as have marriage plans with their co-parent, they may be seen as quite 

committed (Nock, Sanchez, & Wright, 2008). Thus, it is important to better understand the 

implications of such marriage plans to specify how to support them stay in their relationships 

over time or to enter into marriage.  

Thus, the overarching goal of this study was to examine the implications of cohabiting 

parents’ having marriage plans, as a possible indicator of commitment to their families (i.e., the 

cohabiting partner and mutual children), as well as a factor that interacts and/or is associated 

with their coparenting experience, influencing their later relationship stability. The effects of 

having marriage plans toward their later relationship status, in company with three commitment 

factors as pivotal predictors (driven by the investment model of commitment), were assessed 

among cohabiting mothers and fathers who had children together, with the analyses being run 

separately and jointly. Taking into consideration that the participants in this study were parents, 

and the parents’ marriage plans were measured at the time of the birth of their mutual children, 
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their subsequent coparenting experience was expected to be a critical factor in relation to their 

marriage plans, predicting later relationship stability. Thus, the function of cohabiting parents’ 

coparenting satisfaction was examined around the associations between marriage plans and later 

relationship status as a possible moderator and mediator. Lastly, the later relationship status of 

cohabiting parents was assessed by the three categories—being married, continuing in 

cohabitation, and having broken up—5 years after the birth of their child. To assess parents’ 

relationship status more accurately (Bernard, 1982), both parents’ reports of their relationship 

status were combined and constructed. Below, the meanings and implications of the results are 

presented in an effort to understand cohabiting parents’ marriage plans and coparenting 

experiences in the interpersonal relationship context with a longitudinal perspective.  

 

5.2. Predicting Effects of Marriage Plans and Commitment Determinants 

5.2.1 Marriage Plans  

 The first hypothesis of this study was that cohabiting parents’ marriage plans would be 

significantly associated with their later relationship status, both being married and continued 

cohabitation. While marriage plans of cohabiting parents have been discussed in the literature, 

such studies were mostly limited to mothers’ plans (e.g., Lichter, Batson, & Brown, 2004; 

Mauldon, London, Rein, Patterson, & Sommer, 2004), often focusing on who has such plans and 

what it means to have such plans. However, predictive effects of cohabiting marriage plans have 

not been examined.  

When the direct associations between cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans 

and later relationship status were analyzed separately, differently from the hypothesis, mothers’ 

marriage plans were found to be significantly associated with the later relationship status of 

marriage, but not with continued cohabitation. More specifically, when mothers reported having 

marriage plans, they were at least twice as likely to be married 5 years after their child’s birth 

than those who had no plans. Thus, entering marriage did not “just happen” among mothers, 

unlike continued cohabitation, which could have “just happened” (Lindsay, 2000). However, 

fathers’ marriage plans were found not to be predictive of either marriage or continued 

cohabitation. The differences between mothers’ and fathers’ plans were quite noticeable, with 

mothers’ plans having distinctively higher and statistically significant predictive value, even 

when other significant predictors (e.g., race, SES) were included.  
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Another important finding was that neither parent’s marriage plans were associated with 

continued cohabitation. When parents’ marriage plans were analyzed in the base model without 

considering other commitment determinants, the plans were still not associated with continued 

cohabitation status. Fathers’ marriage plans, especially, were not significantly associated with 

either later marriage or continued cohabitation even when analyzed as the only predictor (having 

no control variables). Thus, findings from the direct association analysis revealed that neither 

parent’s marriage plans influence their later decision to stay in the cohabiting unions over time, 

even when they had children together.  In other words, cohabiting parent’s having a marriage 

intention at his/her child’s birth brings no meaningful difference to the higher likelihood of 

staying in the cohabiting over time. 

While the results from separate analysis of mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans 

suggested only mothers’ plans as significantly predicting cohabiting parents’ later marriage 

entrance, to further investigate the predictive value of the couple’s separate marriage plans, a 

gender difference test of mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans was conducted (H1.2). Based on 

the gender perspective (West & Zimmerman, 1987; Zvonkovic, Greaves, Schmiege, & Hall, 

1996) and previous studies (Brown, 2000; Waller & McLanahan, 2005), it was expected that 

fathers’ marriage plans would be more significantly associated with later status than mothers’ 

plans would be. However, results of this study showed that mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans 

are statistically significantly different; considering the results from the H1 testing, only mothers’ 

having marriage plans is seen as a significant marriage predictor. Thus, mothers’ and fathers’ 

plans were found statistically different when directly compared, even though the majority of both 

mothers and fathers reported having marriage plans.  

  In addition, analysis of joint marriage plans (H1.3) revealed that when mothers and 

fathers have marriage plans, they were more likely to enter marriage compared to those who do 

not have joint marriage plans. Waller and McLanahan (2005) examined the effects of a 

cohabiting couple’s shared marriage expectations (i.e., chance to marry, higher or lower that 

50%) and found that for both parents to have a higher than 50 percent chance of marriage was 

significantly different from both parents’ having less than a 50 percent chance of marriage. 

Considering that marriage plans and marriage expectations are different in concept and 

implication (Lichter et al., 2004), this finding adds to the literature, emphasizing that couples 

who together have marriage plans are more likely to later be married. However, the association 
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between joint marriage plans and being married was weaker than the association between 

mothers’ plans and being married, possibly as a result of the influence of fathers’ marriage plans, 

which were not significantly associated with later relationship status. However, the joint 

marriage plans of cohabiting parents were found not to be predictive toward continued 

cohabitation. 

 In sum, when the associations between mothers’ and fathers’ plans and their later 

relationship status were analyzed, only mothers’ plans were significantly associated with a later 

status of being married, and the differences between mothers’ and father’ marriage plans were 

statistically significant. However, neither parents’ marriage plans were associated with continued 

cohabitation. The findings together suggest that a cohabiting mother’s having marriage plans is 

an important indicator of later status, such that her decision to marry strongly influences the 

relationship to move from the status of cohabitation to marriage. While studies have shown that 

fathers would be expected to bring a stronger voice when deciding to stay or leave (Brown, 

2000) and are a better gauge of marriage entrance (Waller & McLanahan, 2005), the findings 

from this study suggest that mothers take a more important role or exert more power.  Keeping in 

mind the absence of any prior study examining the effect of marriage plans among cohabiting 

parents, this study’s results may be related to the fact that the participants were cohabiting 

parents, which gave the mother, in particular, opportunities to evaluate the suitability of the 

father as a prospective husband (Lichter, Qian, & Mellott, 2006). Previously, Insabella, 

Williams, and Pruett, (2003) had reported that in general unmarried fathers are less likely to stay 

with their children over time and make less influence on decision making, which indirectly 

supports this finding. Further research is needed to carefully examine the implications of joint 

marriage plans of cohabiting parents.  

 

5.2.2. Commitment Determinants   

 To better understand the implications of marriage plans and also to examine direct effects 

of commitment factors of cohabiting parents on their later relationship status, the commitment 

determinants—satisfaction, investment, and alternatives (Rusbult et al., 1998) were also 

analyzed. Based on the previous studies on cohabitors’ commitment (Manning & Smock, 1995; 

Wu, 1995) it was expected that the commitment factors would be significantly associated with 

later status. First, satisfaction was found as a significant and strong predictor of marriage 
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entrance among both mothers and fathers. More specifically, parents who reported more 

positivity and less negativity were more likely to be married 5 years after their child’s birth; this 

trend was found consistently in all followed analyses. Interestingly, relationship satisfaction was 

not significantly associated with continued cohabitation, suggesting that relational experiences in 

cohabiting unions before childbirth may not predict cohabiting parents’ decision to stay in their 

cohabiting unions over time, such that raising a child together brings a whole new relational 

experience. Studies have shown that premarital cohabitation predicts lower marital quality even 

when selection effects are controlled (Dush, Cohan, & Amato, 2004). Also, cohabitors 

experience higher levels of depression in their cohabiting unions compared to married ones, 

which is associated with their greater relationship instability (Brown, 2000a). Considering that 

prior studies have not discussed the predictive role of relationship satisfaction with regard to 

cohabiting unions’ transitions to different relationship status, this finding add to the literature.   

Secondly, analysis of the effects of investment yielded results that were unclear and with 

differing results for mothers and fathers. More specifically, mothers’ reports of investment were 

at a marginally significant level positively associated with being married, but not at all with 

continued cohabitation. Among fathers, however, their reports of investment were significantly 

and negatively associated with continued cohabitation. Considering that investment reflects the 

cohabiting parents’ having shared activities and mutual efforts for their relationship prior to 

childbirth, providing financial and other support for mothers’ pregnancy (among fathers only), 

and giving the fathers’ last name to the child (among mothers only), the results from mothers 

make good sense. That is, when parents had more activities together and mutual friends and their 

child had the fathers’ last name, they would not want to give up such things, which signify 

relationship stability, and they would be predicted to marry. However, the negative association 

between the father’s investment and continued cohabitation requires further interpretation. While 

no prior study directly explains this finding, it may be important to consider the role of the 

father’s experience with such investment factors (i.e., having activities together and enjoying 

mutual friends in their relationship). Those factors would drastically change after starting raising 

their children, because such investments indicate the value and importance of the direct and 

indirect (i.e., non-material) resources attached to a relationship, which would be lost if the 

relationship were to end (Rusbult et al., 1998).  Indeed, studies have shown mothers and fathers 

spend less time together for their relationship (Belsky & Pensky (1988), and fathers often 
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struggle in their couple relationship after birth of a child (e.g., seeking partners’ attention, feeling 

excluded, having far less time together with partner) due to the mother’s focus on childcare 

(Ahlborg & Strandmark, 2001). Most of all, unmarried father experience higher levels of 

parental strain than married ones (Simon, 1998). In other words, the higher the level of mutual 

relational activities fathers had in their unions before the childbirth, the more perceived 

difference in the level of mutual activities they would have after the child’s birth, causing greater 

dissatisfaction and/or relationship instability.  

Lastly, the results showed that lack of alternatives was associated for mothers with later 

relationship status, but only with being married, and not with continued cohabitation. Lack of 

alternatives was not associated for fathers with either later status—being married or continued 

cohabitation. In the literature, having an alternative, as a determinant of commitment, was 

defined as having any person other than his or her current partner to date for a serious, intimate 

relationship (e.g., Bui, Peplau, & Hill, 1986). However, taking into consideration the 

characteristics of the participants (e.g., just having become parents together with their partners; 

mostly living in lower SES), the limitation of the data (no questions asked about having other 

partners), and the goals of this study (cohabiting parents’ commitment to their unions), the 

implication of alternatives was extended/modified accordingly. Thus, it was expected that 

whether or not cohabiting parents had other people (e.g., family members or friends) who could 

provide financial and/or physical support before and after the childbirth, would be a significant 

predictor of their later relationship status. More careful examination of the effect of external 

resources on later relationship status is warranted for future studies. According to the investment 

model of commitment, when alternative relationships or resources (to their current partner, the 

baby’s other parent), cohabitors are seen as less committed to their unions (Rusbult et al., 1998). 

 These findings around the commitment factors add to the literature in several ways. 

While marriage plans were found to be a strong predictor of marriage entrance only among 

mothers, relationship satisfaction, investment, and alternatives (or lack of) were found to be 

predictive of later relationship status among both mothers and fathers, differently toward being 

married and continued cohabitation. The findings and implications around relationship 

satisfaction and investment suggest that cohabiting parents’ relational experiences after 

childbirth may play an important role in predicting their later relationship status. Though studies 

have shown that cohabiters’ interpersonal relationship experiences (e.g., happiness, satisfaction, 
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etc.) are related with relationship stability (Brown, 2003; McLanahan & Beck, 2010), the 

findings from this study underline a differentiation by gender of the effects or functions of 

commitment factors toward later relationship status of cohabiting parents (i.e., entering marriage 

and continuing cohabitation).  

Overall, both marriage plans and commitment determinants were significant predictors of 

cohabiting parents’ relationship status 5 years after the childbirth. Marriage plans were only 

significantly associated with marriage entrance among mothers, but the commitment 

determinants showed different patterns predicting later status among cohabiting mothers and 

fathers. Meanwhile, it is notable that mothers’ marriage plans were still significantly associated 

with marriage entrance when the three commitment factors were included together in the analytic 

model. Considering that the commitment factors (driven by the commitment models) were 

measured more carefully (by parents’ reports using several scales) than marriage plans were (by 

parents’ reports of yes or no), the finding that mothers’ marriage plans were still a significant 

predictor amongst all the other variables, even taking into account control variables, confirms the 

significance that for cohabiting mothers’ to have marriage plans predicted the cohabiting parents’ 

later entrance into marriage.  

 

5.3. Coparenting 

 Another purpose of this study was to examine implications (i.e., effects and functions) of 

coparenting experience over time among cohabiting parents, related to their marriage plans and 

later relationship status.  The overarching idea about coparenting among cohabiting parents was 

that their coparenting satisfaction would interact with marriage plans and would be influenced by 

their marriage intentions, which in turn would positively influence their later relationship status: 

either being married with their partner, staying in the cohabiting union, or having broken up 5 

years later.  

 

5.3.1. Coparenting as A Moderator 

 To test the moderation effects of cohabiting parents’ coparenting satisfaction (H2), the 

interactions of mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting satisfactions with their own marriage plans on 

later relationship status was first assessed. Based on the previous finding of moderating effects of 

coparenting on relationship outcomes (Feinberg et al., 2007), it was expected that when mothers 
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and fathers are more satisfied with their partners’ coparenting support, their marriage plans 

would be more strongly associated with later relationship status (H2.1).  First, the significant 

associations between coparenting satisfaction and later relationship status, both being married 

and continued cohabitation, showed that when parents were more satisfied with their coparenting 

support, they were more likely to be married or stay together over time. Considering the 

association between coparenting satisfaction and relationship stability, this finding adds to the 

literature such that when parents are more satisfied with their partners’ coparenting support, they 

are more likely to be married or live together over time rather than breaking up. It is notable that 

when coparenting satisfaction was included in the model, the association between mother’s 

marriage plans and being married became marginally significant. However, considering that 

coparenting satisfaction was measured at Year 3 whereas marriage plan was measured at the 

childbirth, the relative effects of the variables should not be directly compared.  

When the moderation effects of coparenting satisfaction were tested (H2.1), the 

interaction of mothers’ marriage plans and their coparenting satisfaction was significantly 

associated with, supporting the hypothesis of this study—the associations between mothers’ 

marriage plans and later relationship status was dependent upon their own coparenting 

satisfaction. More specifically, the moderation effect of mothers’ coparenting satisfaction 

indicates that mothers’ positive perception of fathers’ coparenting support strengthened the 

association between mothers’ marriage plans and continued cohabitation. Among fathers, the 

interaction between their marriage plans and coparenting satisfaction was found to be 

significantly associated with both being married and continued cohabitation, suggesting that 

fathers’ marriage plans become predictive of later relationship status when their coparenting 

satisfaction level was taken into consideration.  

The moderating effects of parents’ own coparenting satisfactions (i.e., significant 

interaction effects between mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans and their coparenting 

satisfaction) for later status are especially meaningful considering that fathers’ marriage plans 

were found not to be directly associated with later status. Unlike mothers’ marriage plans, 

fathers’ plans were not directly associated with either being married or continued cohabitation. In 

other words, though the single factor of fathers’ marriage plans was found not predictive of later 

relationship status, among those who experience their partners’ coparenting positively, their 

having marriage plans becomes a meaningful indicator of later relationship status by the 
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interaction between their plans and coparenting experience. Meanwhile, it is also important to 

note that there was no moderating effect of mothers’ coparenting satisfaction on the association 

between their marriage plans and later relationship status, implying that mothers’ marriage 

entrance was not influenced by their coparenting experience with fathers (i.e., evaluations of 

fathers’ coparenting). This may suggest that mothers’ marriage intentions, which developed 

before or at the birth of their child, may override the effects of their subsequent coparenting 

experience. Also, it is interesting to find that when fathers’ coparenting satisfaction was included 

in this model, mothers’ marriage plans remained as a significant predictor of being married 

differently from the previous analysis (H2.1), suggesting a possible relative difference between 

mothers’ and fathers’ coparenting satisfaction as predictor of later relationship status.  

When moderating effects of partners’ coparenting satisfaction were examined (H2.2), 

interactions between parent’s marriage plans and partner’s coparenting satisfaction—possibly 

indicating parents’ being more supportive with coparenting—were found to be significant, such 

that the associations between mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans and later relationship status 

were influenced by partners’ coparenting satisfaction. More specifically, among mothers, the 

effect of fathers’ coparenting satisfaction strengthen the association between mothers’ marriage 

plans and continued cohabitation. On the other hand, fathers’ marriage plans were moderated by 

mothers’ coparenting satisfaction toward both being married and continued cohabitation, 

showing the same patterns of significant moderating effects.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, coparenting satisfaction not only directly indicates how 

parents perceive their partners’ coparenting support, but also somewhat (if not significantly) 

reflects how the parents were indeed supportive, considering that, satisfaction about a partner’s 

supportive coparenting cannot be separated from the partner’s actual behaviors (i.e., 

involvement; see McCain, 2011). Thus, the significant interactions between one’s marriage plans 

and the partners’ coparenting satisfaction may suggest that the association between one’s 

marriage plans and later relationship status was influenced by his or her own supportive 

coparenting behaviors. For instance, among fathers who had marriage plans, when the fathers 

became more cooperative with mothers in parenting their child together (resulting in mothers’ 

higher coparenting satisfaction), they were more likely to enter marriage or stay in the cohabiting 

union over time compared to those who were less cooperative. On the other hand, based on the 

family systems perceptive, family members’ goals and behaviors are mutually influencing and 
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being affected by each other (Minuchin, 1974). Thus, when parents are confident (i.e., satisfied) 

with raising their children together with their partners (feel assured with their coparenting 

performance), the effects on marriage plans would be more strongly associated with entering 

marriage or continuing cohabitation.  

 

5.3.2. Coparenting as A Mediator  

 The third hypothesis of this study was to examine mediating effects of coparenting 

satisfaction between cohabiting parents’ marriage plans and later relationship status. Based on 

the family systems perspective and previous studies (Feinburg, 2003; Margolin et al., 2001), 

partners’ coparenting satisfaction (i.e., parents’ more supportive coparenting) was expected to 

mediate the relationship between the parents’ marriage plans and later relationship status (H3.1). 

Possible mediating effects of parents’ own coparenting satisfaction between parents’ marriage 

plans and later relationship status were also examined (H3.2).   

From the results of testing H3.1, no mediating effects of fathers’ coparenting satisfaction 

between mothers’ marriage plans and later status were found. Mothers’ marriage plans were not 

indirectly associated through fathers’ coparenting satisfaction with either being married or 

continued cohabitation. Also, no mediating effect was found of mothers’ coparenting satisfaction 

in the association of fathers’ marriage plans and later relationship status. Considering that one’s 

coparenting satisfaction is not separated from the other parent’s cooperative parenting behaviors, 

it was assumed that one’s intentions to stay in the union would be associated with his or her more 

cooperative behaviors (i.e., partners’ higher coparenting satisfaction). However, finding no 

associations between parents’ marriage plans and partners’ coparenting satisfaction (i.e., parents’ 

cooperative parenting) suggests that parents’ marital intention did not lead them to be more 

supportive in parenting with their partners.  

 The results from the following hypothesis testing (H3.2)—possible mediating effect of 

own coparenting satisfaction between one’s marriage plans and later relationship status—

revealed that there was no significant mediating function of one’s own coparenting satisfaction 

in the association. More specifically, separate analysis showed no significant association 

between either the mothers’ or the fathers’ marriage plans and their own coparenting satisfaction. 

Fagan and Barnett (2003) revealed that the mother’s gatekeeping was linked with the father’s 

involvement, suggesting a possible link between marriage intention on the part of the mother and 
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more cooperative coparenting support from the father. In contrast, the current study showed that 

one’s intention to marry their partner does not influence their experience of or perception about 

the coparenting experience—a parent’s perceptions or evaluation of the partner’s coparenting 

behaviors are separate from their relational intentions.  

 Finally, when mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans and coparenting satisfactions were 

included together in one model to explore interdependence of the parents’ marriage plans and 

coparenting experiences, fathers’ marriage plans were mediated by their coparenting satisfaction, 

showing that fathers’ marriage plans were indirectly associated with the continued cohabitation 

through their coparenting satisfaction. This finding is interesting because the mediating effect of 

fathers’ coparenting satisfaction, which was not significant when analyzed separately for mothers 

and fathers, became significant when analyzed together. In most studies, mothers’ and fathers’ 

coparenting experiences have been studied separately due to the fragile nature of cohabiting 

relationships (e.g., less likely to stay together over time for data collection) and due to the focus 

of the studies on father engagement (e.g. unmarried or non-residential father’s involvement; 

Carlson et al, 2008). 

Overall, the findings from moderation and mediation analyses of coparenting satisfaction 

proved the important functions of coparenting satisfaction Also, the findings together indirectly 

support the needs of careful consideration of fathers’ marriage plans as a meaningful factor that 

influences not only the later relationship status, but also the actual behaviors in the cohabiting 

parents’ relational contexts. However, the findings from the analyses in this study do not clearly 

support the idea that one’s coparenting satisfaction reflects the partners’ actual supportive 

behaviors, when considered with marriage plans. In other words, while the results from 

moderation analyses showed that marriage plans may represent cohabiting parents’ actual 

intention to stay in their unions (especially among fathers) even not entering marriage (e.g., 

H2.1), finding no significant associations between one’s marriage plans and the partner’s 

coparenting satisfaction suggests that the higher coparenting satisfaction of parents mainly 

represents one’s subjective perception and does not clearly reflect the partner’s actual behaviors.  

 

5.4. Other Variables 

 In the literature, socio-demographic factors of cohabitors have been found to be closely 

related to relational outcomes in their union. The findings of this study mostly confirm the 
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previous studies’ findings by showing how the main socio-demographic factors were differently 

predictive of the later relationship status—being married, continuing in cohabitation, or breaking 

up. For instance, in line with previous studies, race/ethnicity was found as a significant predictor 

of relationship stability, such that the results consistently showed that Black parents were far less 

likely to enter marriage compared to their White counterparts (Raley & Wildsmith, 2004). 

Considering that studies have shown that Black cohabitors who had a child together value 

marriage no less than White couples (Edin & Reed, 2005), this may be related to other 

characteristics of Black parents. Also, it may be worthwhile to note that racial/ethnic difference 

was a strong predictor of marital entrance even when income and education levels were 

controlled. However, the results of this study suggested that Hispanic fathers might be more 

likely to stay in their cohabiting unions over time compared to their White counterparts, which is 

contrary to the findings of Manning and colleagues (2004), that Hispanic families with children 

were less stable than White ones. Considering that the relationship status in this study is 

separated into being married and continuing cohabitation, the different findings may represent 

the need of consideration of multiple status measuring relationship status (i.e., Hispanics may be 

less likely to enter marriage, but more likely to continue cohabitation than Whites).  

The results also showed that among mothers and fathers, income was a predictor of being 

married in 5 years. Education was a significant predictor of being married only among fathers, 

which differed from Osborne’s (2005) report that mothers’ education was predictive of marriage 

among cohabiting parents when the relationship status measured one year after child’s birth. 

Religious service attendance frequency was marginally associated with being married among 

both mother and fathers. The joint analysis also revealed that cohabiting mothers’ and fathers’ 

having children prior to the current union was associated with lower chance of marriage 

entrance. From both separate and joint analyses, it was noticeable that relationship length prior to 

the childbirth was a strong predictor of continued cohabitation. This supports Brown’s (2003) 

findings from a decade ago in which she suggested continued cohabitation over time may reflect 

unrealized marital intentions of the cohabiting families. In other words, if cohabitors had lived 

together longer before the birth of their child, they were more likely to stay together over time 

after the birth (having marital intentions). However, marriage entrance was not associated with 

the length of cohabiting parents’ relationship. In addition, it is also important that among the 

socio-demographic factors included in the analysis, no single factor was found to be consistently 
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predictive of continued cohabitation. While marriage entrance was predicted by income, 

education level, race/ethnicity, religiosity, etc.—among both mothers and fathers—, such factors 

were not associated with cohabiting parents’ continued cohabitation.  

 

5.5. Conclusion 

This study examined implications of cohabiting parents’ marriage plans and coparenting 

satisfaction, predicting their later relationship status 5 years after their child’s birth. The findings 

from this study contribute to the literature in several ways, especially helping clinicians who are 

working with these fragile families. First, this study finds that cohabiting mothers’ having 

marriage plans is predictive of cohabiting parents’ later relationship status (i.e., marriage 

entrance) throughout the analyses when examined with several significant predictors, while 

fathers’ plans were not. In addition, considering that the possible difference between mothers’ 

and fathers’ plans has not been investigated previously, the findings illuminate gender 

differences in cohabiting parents’ marriage plans. The outcomes show substantial differences 

between the marriage plans of mothers and fathers. However, fathers’ plans were significantly 

associated with their later relationship status when their coparenting satisfaction was considered 

together.  

Though there were a few studies that discussed implications of marriage plans among 

cohabitors, the findings of this study are unique because the predictive effects of marriage plans 

of cohabiting parents had not been examined before. Especially, the different effects of mothers’ 

and fathers’ marriage plans toward either marital entrance or continuing cohabitation serve to 

better inform researchers and educators for developing and providing relationship education. 

While studies have examined socio-demographic factors as predictors of cohabiting parents’ 

marriage entrance after their child’s birth (e.g., Osborne, 2005), not many studies have examined 

associations between marriage plans and later marriage entrance as well as other relationship 

statuses.  

Relationship stability of cohabiting unions has been a very important interest of 

researchers and policy makers because parental relationship stability is directly associated with 

children’s wellbeing. Thus, to better understand cohabiting parents’ relationship stability, 

researchers have examined socio-demographic factors related to the instability of cohabiting 

unions, suggesting, for instance, that cohabiting families are fragile because they are more likely 
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to have less education and income.  However, only a few studies have suggested personal 

intention and/or interpersonal perception as possible predictors of relationship stability of 

cohabiting parents (e.g., Stanley et al., 2006). The findings of this study add to the literature by 

discussing how factors possibly representing commitment of cohabiting parents, suggesting 

several considerations for further studies.   

The examination of coparenting satisfaction also provides several important findings, 

especially considering that few studies previously have focused on its role and function within 

cohabiting unions, relating to their relationship stability. Considering that cohabitors’ evaluation 

of their partners with whom they can raise children together is a critical aspect that cohabiting 

parents look for from their partners (Fagan & Barnett, 2003; Lichter et al., 2006; Luccie, 1995), 

the findings of this study provide a good reason to better support cohabiting parents around their 

coparenting skills and experiences, especially for fathers when they want to stay together or get 

married over time.  In other words, the findings indicate that working on cohabiting parents’ 

coparenting is important not only because coparenting is directly associated with children’s 

wellbeing, as shown in previous studies, but also because it enables more long lasting parental 

unions (i.e., stable family environment) where children are more secure. 

To explore roles and functions of coparenting experience associated with relational 

intention and relationship stability between cohabiting parents, both moderation and mediation 

analyses were conducted in this study. The results indicate that the moderation effects between 

one’s marriage plan and one’s own cohabiting satisfaction were evident and consistent among 

both mothers and fathers (i.e., H2.1). Such findings also support the commitment perspectives, 

which assert an association between commitment level and relationship stability. That is, 

cohabiting parents’ initial commitment (as measured at the time their first child was born) later 

reflected the effects of their coparenting satisfaction.  Higher levels of coparenting satisfaction 

contribute to stronger commitments predictive of greater stability and likelihood of marriage.  

However, the results from mediation analyses also showed interconnectedness of cohabiting 

mothers’ and fathers’ marriage intention, coparenting experience, and later relationship status, 

asserting the need for more studies that consider mothers’ and fathers’ relational intentions and 

experience together.   
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5.5.1. Clinical and Research Implications  

Understanding the implications of relational intention and/or commitment level among 

cohabiting parents is very important for informing practitioners and policy makers so they can 

better provide services to these families. First, findings from this study suggest practitioners or 

service providers consider how cohabiting parents’ marriage plans predict the cohabiting 

parents’ later marriage entrance, especially in terms of the gender difference. Inconsistent with 

expectations based on the literature (Brown, 2000; Waller & McLanahan, 2005), marriage 

entrance of cohabitors who have children together were more influenced by mothers’ plans than 

by fathers’ plans. Brown (2000) discussed that male partners’ preferences were a more important 

factor in predicting the future relationship of cohabiting unions. Perhaps the gendered findings 

indicate that whereas fathers’ marriage plans represent their intention merely to stay together, 

mothers’ plans reflect their intention to marry. Thus, exploring further the implications of 

marriage plans of cohabiting parents (e.g., asking more specific questions about the plans) would 

be beneficial for practitioners working them. 

Similarly, for service providers or practitioners, it also seems critical to have a good 

understanding of the effects of commitment determinants that may directly influence relationship 

stability among cohabiting parents. As shown in this study, the effects of such factors differed 

toward later statuses and also by the parents’ gender. For researchers, further careful examination 

is warranted regarding how such commitment factors are associated with cohabitors’ later 

relationship status as well as how the factors interact with other relational factors (e.g., 

relationship satisfaction) predicting the later relationship status.  

In addition, the outcomes together suggest that coparenting satisfaction is not only a 

useful direct target of relational intervention but also a factor that practitioners can have in mind 

when working with cohabiting parents who intend to marry. Especially, the gendered difference 

in moderating effects needs to be further considered. Considering the results from the H2.1 and 

H2.2 analyses, it is possible to conclude that among fathers, how much they are satisfied with the 

mothers’ coparenting support, as well as how positively they perceive mothers’ satisfaction of 

their coparenting support interacted with their intention to stay in the union. This aspect—the 

importance of subjective experience around coparenting—may be utilized in clinical and 

educational settings accordingly for couples’ relationship, instead of focusing only on delivering 

“contents” of coparenting education.  
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The findings around the function of coparenting satisfaction differentiated by gender also 

suggest that mothers’ marriage plans were not found to be moderated by coparenting satisfaction. 

This suggests that the mothers’ intention to marry their partners with whom they have children 

together is not dependent upon their own or the partners’ coparenting satisfaction. Rather, the 

single factor of a mother having marriage plans is seen as a significant predictor of marriage 

entrance, implying that mothers were the decision makers and that such a decision was not 

strengthened by the level of their coparenting satisfaction. Thus, when working with cohabiting 

parents who want to marry, consideration of this gender difference in marriage intention may 

benefit the couple’s relationship stability and possibly increase effectiveness of relationship 

education.  

Similarly, the significant interactions of marriage plan and coparenting satisfaction 

toward continued cohabitation provides a critical clue for understanding implications of marriage 

plans. Whereas having marriage plans seemed not to reflect commitment in the cohabiting union 

(i.e., no associations between marriage plans and continued cohabitation) for either mothers or 

fathers, the significant moderating effects suggest that the marriage plans may still indicate one’s 

commitment when considered with other relational intentions (contradicting the prior discussion 

about the implications of marriage plans around the marriage plans and later relationship status 

in this study). 

Overall, the findings from this study suggest that it is critical to consider cohabiting 

parents’ relational intentions, commitment levels, and interpersonal relationship experiences— 

with gender differences in mind—when predicting their later relationship transitions. The same 

factors should be considered in providing support to better meet the needs of these fragile 

families. In other words, providing educational services mainly based on the families’ income 

level, without carefully considering the aspects above, would not be an effective strategy to 

support them.  In that respect, as discussed in Chapter 1, it would be important to learn more 

about how educational or clinical services have been provided to the families to date (e.g., 

Building Strong Families Project; Wood, McConnell, Moore, Clarkwest, & Hsueh, 2010). Then 

both researchers and practitioners would be better able to understand the relationship needs of 

families and develop better approaches to address their needs, keeping in mind that one size does 

not fit all.  
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5.5.2. Limitations and Future Research Directions  

There are several limitations and related suggestions to be considered. First, while the 

sample from the FFCWS was a good fit for this study, because the FFCWS researchers 

purposefully over sampled unmarried parents, there was a sampling bias. As the attrition results 

revealed, the sample in this study does not represent the population, such that majority of the 

parents had lower annual household income (i.e., less than $20,000).  In addition, as shown by 

the descriptive analysis result, the number of cohabiting parents reported to have marriage plans 

was quite high, but no more information was available about their marriage plans, causing some 

uncertainty when interpreting the implications of associations between mothers’ marriage plans 

and their later marriage entrance. Having more specific information would help to better 

understand the implication of cohabiting parents’ having marriage plans—whether they were 

already engaged, had discussed their future together, verbally agreed to marry, or whether it was 

just a better response to saying no, Similarly, the timing of moving in together and getting 

pregnant are also critical aspects to be considered when discussing implications of marriage 

plans and commitment (Manning, 2001), especial for predicting later relationship status.  

Also, it is important to note that this study was not intended to examine the commitment 

models using the variables from the given dataset (i.e., FFCWS). Thus, the commitment 

determinants used in this study were not intended to present or directly test what Rusbult and 

colleagues (1998) asserted as commitment determinants. For instance, lack of alternatives was 

constructed using the variables from the given data to examine the hypotheses of this current 

study—possible predicting effects of commitment factors. Thus, the significant associations 

between commitment factors and relationship status in this study only suggest the need for 

researchers to include the commitment determinants, using more carefully designed questions 

that accurately capture the commitment construct based on the models. Also, coparenting 

satisfaction was measured only by partners; it was not possible to test how parents’ satisfaction 

(perceived coparenting support) was associated with actual supportive behaviors of their partner.  

A few aspects are to be noted regarding the dependent variable of this study. First, the 

dependent variable of this study—later relationship status—was constructed to better serve the 

aim of this study, giving consideration to both mothers’ and fathers’ reports together. Because 

mothers’ and fathers’ survey responses were collected separately in the FFCWS study, no single 

variable was used to reflect both parents’ reports of relationship status (married, cohabiting, 
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broken up.  While it is a strength of this study that both parents’ reports of their relationship 

status were considered, if only one parent’s report had been used to represent their relationship 

status or if both parents’ reports had been combined differently (e.g., less conservatively), the 

results might have been different. However, the overall direction and significance of associations 

would not change. In addition, use of two prior Waves in the FFCWS data (Wave 2 and 3—child 

age 1 and 3) for assessing cohabiting parents’ later relationship status may bring different 

findings around the associations between marriage plans and later status. Parents’ relationship 

status at Wave 4 (at child age 5) was included in this study to measure the effects of marriage 

plans over time, because the 5-year time point is commonly used in studies assessing relationship 

stability of cohabiting unions (e.g., Bumpass & Lu, 2000; Lichter et al., 2006).  The 

measurement of coparenting satisfaction was appropriately timed for Y3, a point at which the 

couple would have had adequate experience in coparenting for a valid measurement. 

Overall, the results from the careful analysis support the importance of having a good 

understanding of the role of marriage plans in the relationship outcomes of cohabiting couples. 

The findings show that both mothers’ and fathers’ marriage plans influence their later 

relationship status directly or indirectly, when influenced by coparenting satisfaction. Further 

clarifying the implications of marriage intentions via more in-depth inquiries about marriage 

plans, it would enable researchers to study how other relational factors interact (e.g., strengthen) 

with marriage plans. Likewise, as this study showed how coparenting experience significantly 

influences cohabiting parents’ later relationship status, more studies are required to reveal what 

really matters for cohabiting parents’ relationship satisfaction and stability, ultimately to provide 

a more stable family environment for both cohabiting parents and their children.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

TABLES 

 

Table 1. Descriptive Characteristics of the Analytic Sample (N = 1,450) 
 Variables Mothers Fathers Both a 

 % (or M) SD  % (or M) SD  % (or M) SD 

WAVE 1 (Child’s birth)          

Marriage Plans          

   Had Plans at Childbirth 86.0   91.1   81.3  

Commitment Determinants          

   Relationship Satisfactionb  (13.8) 1.4  (13.7) 1.4  (13.7) 1.1 

   Investmentc   (4.14) 1.07  (5.20) 1.06  (4.67) .87 

   Lack of Alternativesd  (6.54) 1.19  (5.76) .99  (6.15) .87 

Demographic Characteristics          

   Race         

      Black 41.0   42.2   38.4  

      White 20.4   16.7   13.9  

      Hispanic 35.7   37.2   30.3  

      Other 2.9   3.9   17.4  

   Household Income          

      Under $20,000 50.7   39.6   25.0  

   Education          

      High School/GED or Less  73.0   73.6   59.3  

   Age (average) (24.1) 5.42  (26.8) 6.57  (25.4) 5.53 

   Relationship Length (years) (3.92) 4.16  (3.92) 4.25  (3.92) 3.97 

   Religious Service Attendance (2.76) 1.30  (2.61) 1.28  (2.69) 1.08 

   Had Other Children 62.8   56.4   45.7  

WAVE 3(Child’s Age 3)         

Coparenting Satisfaction  (17.7)  3.24  (18.7)  1.82  -  

WAVE 4 (Child’s Age 5)         

Relationship Status          

    Being Married  25.0   27.0   20.7  

    Living together    29.6   34.5   20.8  

    Not living together 45.5   38.5   58.5  

Note: aMeans and frequencies presented in the “Both” column indicate either the average among the entire analytic 

sample (both mothers and fathers) or the frequency of dyads in which both partners reported the respective variable. 
bRelationship Satisfaction was ranged from 5 to 15. cInvestment ranged from 0 to 5 for mothers, from 0 to 6 for 

fathers, and for both parents, from 0 to 5.5.   dLack of Alternatives ranged from 0 to 10 for mothers, from 0 to 8 for 

fathers, and for both parents, from 0 to 9.   
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Table 2. Bivariate Correlations between Parents’ Marriage Plans and Commitment Factors 
 1.  2.  3.  4. 5.  6. 7.  8.  9.  10. 11 12. 

1. M Marriage plans  1            

2. M Satisfaction  .212** 1           

3. M Lack Alternatives  -.036 -.095** 1          

4. M Investments  .168** .221** -.101** 1         

5. M Coparenting  .031 .202** .036 .054 1        

6. F Marriage plans  .345** .087** -.027 -.072** -.029 1       

7. F Satisfaction  .089** .206** .031 .105 .099** .135** 1      

8. F Lack Alternatives -.055* -.056** .269** -.071** -.006 -.023 -.028 1     

9. F Investment  .146** .097** -.041 .328** .010 .141** .144** -.109** 1    

10. F Coparenting  -.01 .089** .054 .025 .242** .054 .204** .058 .016 1   

11. Being Married .095** .135** .055 .092** .182** .046 .129** -.011 .048 .120** 1  

12. Living Together  -.017 -.019 .048 .001 .156** -.049 -.023 .012 -.069* .071** -.262** 1 

Note: M = Mothers, F = Fathers  
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 
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Table 3. Multinomial Logistic Regression Analysis of Relationship Status at Wave 4 among Mothers (N = 1,450)  

  Note:  aReference is White; bReference is less than $20,000; cReference is less than college 
  † p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

 

 

  

Variables  Married (vs.  Broken up) Cohabiting (vs.  Broken up) 
 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 1  Model 2 

 OR β  OR β  OR β    OR β   

Marriage Plans   2.18** .41  1.73* .25  1.16 .18  1.08 .06 

Commitment Determinants             

    Relationship Satisfaction    1.25** .41      1.03 .08 

    Investment     1.15 † .20     1.09              .20 

    Lack of Alternatives    1.20** .29     1.12 .21 

Race/Ethnicitya            

    Black .43*** -.64  .47*** -.49  .82 -.22  .84 -.19 

    Hispanic .94 -.05  .96 -.02  1.50† .45  1.51† .43 

    Other .90 -.03  .99 .00  1.16 .06  1.19 .07 

Income ($20,000 and more)b 1.66** .39  1.56** .29  .82 -.23  .80 -.24 

Education (college or more)c  1.20 .12  1.19 .10  .80 -.24  .79 -.23 

Age  1.03† .23  1.02 .15  1.03* .38  1.03† .300 

Relationship Length  .99 -.04  .99 -.04  1.08*** .58  1.06 *** .54 

Religious Service Attendance 1.12† .23  1.11 † .18  1.01 .04  1.01 .02 

Had other children .79 -.17  .80* -.14  .84 -.20  .84 -.19 
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Table 4. Multinomial Logistic Regression Analysis of Relationship Status at Wave 4 among Fathers (N = 1,450)  

 Note:  aReference is White; bReference is less than $20,000; cReference is less than college 
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

 

 

Variables  Married (vs.  Broken up) Cohabiting (vs.  Broken up) 
 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 1  Model 2 

 OR β  OR β  OR β    OR β   

Marriage Plans   1.16 .07  1.02 .01  .77 -.18  .81 -.14 

Commitment Determinants             

    Relationship Satisfaction    1.26*** .48      1.04 .11 

    Investment     .94 -.09     .87*              -.33 

    Lack of Alternatives    1.02 .03     .97 -.02 

Race/Ethnicitya            

    Black .41*** -.74  .43*** -.63  .88 -.15  .87 -.16 

    Hispanic .77 -.21  .78 -.18  1.35† .36  1.33 .31 

    Other .30* -.39  .32* -.33  .86 -.07  .84 -.08 

Incomeb ($20,000 and more) 1.62* .43  1.63** .36  .99 -.01  1.02 .02 

Educationc (college or more)  1.75** .41  1.76** .37  .91 -.10  .95 -.06 

Age  1.01 .14  1.01 .11  1.01* .17  1.01 .14 

Relationship Length  1.00 .00  1.00 -.01  1.08*** .80  1.08*** .75 

Religious Service Attendance 1.09† .18  1.09  .16  .94 -.21  .94 -.19 

Had other children .84 -.15  .85 -.12  .81 -.26  .80 -.25 
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Table 5. Multinomial Logistic Regression Analysis of Relationship Status at Wave 4 predicted 
by Parents’ Joint Marriage Plans and Commitment Determinants (N = 1,450) 

Note: aReference is Having No Joint Plans; bReference is Both White; cReference is Less than $20,000; dReference 

is Both less than college; eReference is Both had no child       
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  
  

Variables  Married (vs.  Broken up)  Cohabiting (vs.  Broken up) 
  Model 1  Model 2  Model 1  Model 2 

 OR β    OR β    OR β    OR β   

Joint Marriage Plansa 1.57* .26  1.31 .13  .90 -.09  .88 -.01 

Commitment Factors            

    Relationship Satisfaction    1.45*** .50     1.08 .16 

    Investment     1.03 .04     .97 -.06 

    Lack of Alternatives    1.19† .19     1.10 .17 

Race/Ethnicityb            

   Both Black .40*** -.65  .44** -.49  .90 -.11  .90 -.10 

   Both Hispanic .90 -.07  .93 -.04  1.59† .43  1.58† .43 

   Interracial .68† -.24  .65 -.20  .79 -.18  .78 -.18 

Incomec            

   $20,000 or more 1.77** .39  1.68** .30  1.02 .02  1.00 .00 

Educationd            

   Both College or more 1.74* .26  1.71* .22  .90 -.07  .92 -.06 

   Mother-Only College 1.15 .07  1.10 .04  .72 -.24  .72 -.23 

   Father-Only College 1.56* .22  1.53† .18  .84 -.12  .86 -.11 

Age 1.02 .15  1.01 .07  1.02 .24  1.02 .18 

Relationship Length  1.00 -.03  .99 -.03  1.07*** .58  1.08*** .57 

Religious Service 
Attendance    

1.15† .22  1.14† .17  .96 -.10  .96 -.10 

Having other childe            

   Both had children .76 -.20  .80 -.13  .72† -.34  .71† -.34 

   Only Mother had .60* -.28  .57* -.26  .69 -.29  .67† -.30 

   Only Father had .54* -.27  .55* -.23  .50* -.43  .50* -.42 
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Table 6. Testing the Moderating Effect of Mothers’ Marriage Plans and Their Coparenting Satisfaction on Relationship Status at 
Wave 4 (N = 1,450)  

Note: aReference is Having No Joint Plans; bReference is Both White; cReference is Less than $20,000; dReference is Both less than college; eReference is Both 
had no child       
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

 

 

Variables  Married (vs.  Broken up) Cohabiting (vs.  Broken up) 
 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 1  Model 2 

 OR β  OR β  OR β    OR β   

Marriage Plansa   1.71 † .16  2.19 .23  1.10 .04  .04 -1.16 

Commitment Determinants             

    Relationship Satisfaction 1.11 .13  1.12 .13  .93 -.11  .94 -.09 

    Investment  1.13 .11  1.13 .11  1.09 .10  1.09 .09 

    Lack of Alternatives 1.23** .20  1.22** .20  1.13† .17  1.13 .16 

Coparenting  1.32*** .75  1.33** .77  1.27*** .86  1.10 .31 

Coparenting X Plans    .99 -.06     1.20* 1.31 

Race/Ethnicityb            

    Black .41*** -.38  .41*** -.37  .73 -.17  .75 -.15 

    Hispanic .85 -.06  .86 -.06  1.33 .15  1.37 .16 

    Other .87 -.02  .87 -.02  1.06 .01  1.05 .01 

Income ($20,000 and more)c 1.55* .18  1.56* .19  .81 -.01  .81 -.11 

Education (college or more)d 1.23 .08  1.22 .07  .81 -.12  .82 -.10 

Age  1.01 .06  1.01 .06  1.02 .11  1.02 .10 

Relationship Length  .99 -.05  .99 -.05  1.06** .25  1.06* .24 

Religious Service Attendance 1.13† .14  1.13† .14  1.02 .03  1.02 .03 

Had other childrene .73† -.13  .73† -.13  .77 -.14  .78 -.13 



 
 

70 
 

Table 7. Testing the Moderating Effects of Fathers’ Marriage Plans and Their Coparenting Satisfaction on Relationship Status at 
Wave 4 (N = 1,450)  

Note: aReference is Having No Joint Plans; bReference is Both White; cReference is Less than $20,000; dReference is Both less than college; eReference is Both 
had no child       
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

  

Variables  Married (vs.  Broken up) Cohabiting (vs.  Broken up) 
 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 1  Model 2 

 OR β  OR β  OR β    OR β   

Marriage Plansa   .98  -.01  .00* -2.23  .79 -.12  .00* -2.86 

Commitment Determinants             

    Relationship Satisfaction 1.18* .29  1.19* .29  .99 -.03  1.00 -.01 

    Investment  .94 -.08  .94 -.07  0.87 -.28  .87* -.26 

    Lack of Alternatives .99 -.01  1.00 .00  .98 -.04  .98 -.04 

Coparenting  1.28*** .55  .96** -.14  1.20*** .60  .92 -.25 

Coparenting X Plans    1.42* 2.36     1.35* 2.92 

Race/Ethnicityb            

    Black .40*** -.56  .40*** -.55  .82 -.18  .83 -.16 

    Hispanic .72 -.20  .72 -.19  1.25 .20  1.25 .19 

    Other .29 -.29  .30* -.28  .84 -.08  .82 -.07 

Income ($20,000 and more)c 1.60** .29  1.61* .28  1.02 .01  1.01 .01 

Education (college or more)d 1.90*** .35  1.88*** .33  1.01 .00  .99*** -.01 

Age  1.01 .04  1.01 .03  1.00 .04  1.00 .03 

Relationship Length  .99 -.03  1.00 -.02  1.08*** .59  1.08*** .57 

Religious Service Attendance 1.06† .09  1.06 .08  .91 -.22  .91 -.22 

Had other children .85 -.10  .84 -.11  .80 -.20  .79 -.20 
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Table 8. Testing the Moderating Effects of Mothers’ Marriage Plans and Partners’ Coparenting Satisfaction on Relationship Status at 
Wave 4 (N = 1,450) 

Note: aReference is Having No Joint Plans; bReference is Both White; cReference is Less than $20,000; dReference is Both less than college; eReference is Both 
had no child       
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

 

  

Variables  Married (vs.  Broken up) Cohabiting (vs.  Broken up) 
 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 1  Model 2 

 OR β  OR β  OR β    OR β   

Marriage Plansa   1.81* .23  1.33 .10  1.19 .07  .92 -.05 

Commitment Determinants             

    Relationship Satisfaction 1.21 .30  1.19* .25  1.01 .04  1.00 .01 

    Investment  1.14 .15  1.12 .12  1.09 .16  1.08 .14 

    Lack of Alternatives 1.19 .23  1.20* .22  1.13 .24  1.20 .23 

(Fathers’) Coparenting  1.28*** .50  1.26*** .42  1.17*** .53  1.15** .45 

Coparenting X Plans    1.06*** .38     1.04* .36 

Race/Ethnicityb            

    Black .44*** -.45  .44*** -.41  .81 -.20  .81 -.18 

    Hispanic .92 -.04  .91 -.05  1.46† .34  1.46† .31 

    Other .90 -.02  .85 -.03  1.10 .03  1.07 .02 

Income ($20,000 and more)c 1.57** .25  1.60* .23  .81 -.20  .82 -.17 

Education (college or more)d  1.23 .10  1.25 .10  .81 -.18  .81 -.15 

Age  1.01 .07  1.01 .06  1.02 .18  1.02 .17 

Relationship Length  .99 -.05  .99 -.06  1.06** .44  1.06** .40 

Religious Service Attendance 1.10 .14  1.09 .11  1.00 -.01  .99 -.02 

Had other children .82 -.10  .83 -.09  .86 -.14  .86 -.13 
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Table 9. Testing the Moderating Effects of Fathers’ Marriage Plans and Partners’ Coparenting Satisfaction on Relationship Status at 
Wave 4 (N = 1,450) 

Note: aReference is Having No Joint Plans; bReference is Both White; cReference is Less than $20,000; dReference is Both less than college; eReference is Both 
had no child       
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

  

Variables  Married (vs.  Broken up) Cohabiting (vs.  Broken up) 
 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 1  Model 2 

 OR β  OR β  OR β    OR β   

Marriage Plansa   1.01 .23  .68 -.09  .84 -.06  .64 -.14 

Commitment Determinants             

    Relationship Satisfaction 1.20** .22  1.18* .19  1.00 -.01  .99 -.02 

    Investment  .94 -.06  .91 -.09  0.87† -.18  .85* -.19 

    Lack of Alternatives 1.03 .03  1.04 .03  .99 -.01  .97 -.00 

(Mothers’) Coparenting  1.32*** .79  1.28*** .67  1.26*** .85  1.24*** .78 

Coparenting X Plans    1.06*** .37     1.03* .26 

Race/Ethnicityb            

    Black .37*** -.44  .36*** -.41  .77 -.15  .76 -.15 

    Hispanic .73 -.13  .73 -.01  1.24 .12  1.24 .11 

    Other .30* -.21  .31* -.19  .79 -.05  .82 -.04 

Income ($20,000 and more)c 1.52* .18  1.35* .12  .98 -.01  .92 -.05 

Education (college or more)d  1.85** .24  1.83** .22  .99 -.01  .98 -.01 

Age  1.01 .077  1.01 .07  1.01 .07  1.01 .08 

Relationship Length  .99 -.05  .99 -.04  1.07*** .09  1.08*** .03 

Religious Service Attendance 1.09 .10  1.08 .08  .93 .09  .93 -.10 

Had other children .92 -.04  .89 -.05  .85 .10  .84 -.01 
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APPENDIX B 

 

FIGURES 
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Figure 2. Analytic Model for Mediation Effect of Coparenting Satisfaction with Marriage Plans and Relationship Status 
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Note. All effects are reported as standardized regression coefficient. Effects for mothers are shown first (mother/father) 
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

 
 
 

Figure 3.  Mediating Effects of Partner’s Coparenting Satisfaction between Marriage Plans and Later Relationship Status  
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Note. All effects are reported as standardized regression coefficient. Effects for mothers are shown first.  
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

 

 

 

Figure 4.  Mediating Effects of Parent’s Coparenting Satisfaction between Marriage Plans and Later Relationship Status  
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Note. All effects are reported as standardized regression coefficient.  
† p < .10. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001.  

 

Figure 5. Mediating Effects of Coparenting Satisfaction between Marriage Plans and later Relationship Status among Mothers 

and Fathers 
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