Our study investigates the transition to first neage among cohabiting black and white
men and women, drawing on data from the Nationat&Suof Families and Households.
Our results underscore the importance of econoatiofs on the transition to marriage
for both black and white cohabitors. We also findttfor black cohabitors, but not for
whites, socioeconomic disadvantage during childheddices the odds of marriage. The
presence of children in cohabiting unions tendac¢cease the chances of marrying a
cohabiting partner for both blacks and whites. @sults demonstrate the importance of
including cohabitation in research on the marripgeess.

The "retreat from marriage" is accompanied by i&iagy rise in cohabitation in the
United States, particularly since the 1970s. Altitothe average age at marriage has
increased, the average age of union formation mesmaiatively unchanged if both
marriage and nonmarital cohabitation are considéedpass, Cherlin, and Sweet
1991). The contemporary path to marriage increasingolves cohabitation and then
marriage: roughly one-half of first marriages fodne the 1980s were preceded by
cohabitation (Bumpass et al. 1991).

Interpretations of the divergence between blackd'vehites' marriage patterns over
recent periods (e.g., Bennett, Bloom, and Crai@@1@®erlin 1992; Espenshade 1985;
Lichter, LeClere, and McLaughlin 1991; Lichter &tE92; Mare and Winship 1991;
South and Lloyd 1992) may be altered by a consiideraf cohabitation. Although
whites have higher marriage rates than blacksareBesuggests that race differences are
reduced substantially if cohabitation is taken iatoount. Inclusion of both cohabitation
and marriage as union types reduces by nearly ali¢He race difference in the
proportion of women forming a union by age 25 (Rd@93). Black women have higher
overall probabilities of cohabiting than white wamend hold similar expectations of
marrying their cohabiting partners, but are lelsslyi to make the transition from
cohabitation to marriage (e.g., Bumpass et al. 1B8ddon 1991; Schoen and Owens
1992).

No research to date has evaluated possible exardor the transition from
cohabitation to marriage generally, nor evaluagaddrs that might explain the lower
likelihood that black cohabitors will make the tséon directly into marriage. Prior
studies examining marriage among cohabitors hage laggely descriptive, limited to
estimating proportions of cohabiting unions ternmadeeither by marriage or by
separation (Bumpass and Sweet 1989; Schoen andsCW8g; Thornton 1988).
Moreover, previous research focusing on marriagengnthe never-married overlooks
cohabitation as a stage into marriage. In this pagebridge the two bodies of research.
Our specific goals are 1) to identify factors (emamc prospects, socioeconomic
background, and childbearing) that may "explairdckiwhite differences in the
transition from cohabitation to marriage, and 2¢valuate the importance of these
factors in the likelihood, for both blacks and vesitthat cohabitors marry. We base our
analyses on data from the National Survey of Fasidind Households, drawing on
subsamples of never-married cohabiting non-Hispahite and black men and women.



Background Previous research shows that marrialgethtthe individual and the
aggregate level is linked positively to economipaunity (e.g., Lichter et al. 1992;
Mare and Winship 1991). Correspondingly, recerrafits to explain the racial
divergence in marriage patterns have focused pityr@r socioeconomic advantage (or
disadvantage). Economic prospects, however megsheied not accounted fully for the
racial gap in marriage, but they account for soi @f it (e.g., Goldscheider and Waite
1991; Lichter et al. 1991, 1992; Mare and Wins991; McLaughlin and Lichter 1993;
Oropesa, Lichter, and Anderson 1994; Wilson 19873.not known whether racial
economic inequality accounts for racial differengethe transition to marriage among
cohabitors.

Like prior work exploring the transition to marregmong the never-married, we expect
that full-time employment and higher completed edion will accelerate the transition

to marriage among cohabitors, and that currentdaooliment will reduce the odds of
marriage (e.g., Goldscheider and Waite 1991; Lichtal. 1992; Mare and Winship
1991; Oppenheimer and Lew forthcoming; Testa et@1). Individuals with less
economically certain futures (e.g., students antiages part-time employees) may decide
to continue cohabiting rather than to marry. Paseéarch has found that factors such as
stable or high earnings and completed educatiofeasamportant prerequisites for
cohabitation than for marriage (Landale and Fat8&1; Raley 1993; Schoen and
Weinick 1993).

The effects of the economic factors may vary by ffac at least two reasons. First,
previous research suggests that blacks place gredt® on economic supports as a
criterion for marriage than do whites; this pompiies that employment and education
might affect the likelihood of marriage more strhpngmong blacks than among whites
(Bulcroft and Bulcroft 1993). Second, in view oétimcreasingly poor economic
prospects for many young men, particularly minonitgn (e.g., Wilson 1987), women's
economic prospects might be expected to affectréimsition to marriage more strongly
among black than among white cohabiting women.

Our analyses also take into account childbearimgsacioeconomic background. Studies
focusing on the transition to marriage find thatdren or pregnancy have a negative
impact, or none, on marriage probabilities (e.g@niiett, Bloom, and Miller 1995;
Goldscheider and Waite 1991). In the case of cabihinowever, we expect that
children or a pregnancy may give impetus to maeri&jven racial differences in
premarital childbearing and legitimation pattemne,also anticipate that the effects will
be stronger among cohabiting whites than amondbl@danning 1993; Manning and
Landale forthcoming).

In regard to socioeconomic background, prior regeauggests that it has stronger
associations with marriage for whites than for kéa@McLanahan and Bumpass 1988;
Michael and Tuma 1985). Yet research on the tramsitom cohabitation to marriage
among young whites reveals no effect of parentaitatalisruption, a key indicator of
family background (Thornton 1991). Thus family bgadund variables, although



interesting in their own right and important astcols, may be of limited importance in
explaining race differences in the transition tamage among cohabitors.

Our study contributes to ongoing research intocti@nging marriage process. First,
unlike previous researchers, we examine the malfgdtors associated with the
transition to marriage for cohabiting black and t@hmen and women. Second, we
attempt to account for the black-white gap in nage among cohabitors as well as
evaluating racial differences in the determinae&ling to marriage for cohabitors. A
third, underlying aim is to illustrate whether catesing cohabitation alters our
understanding of the contemporary path to marriage.

DATA AND MEASURES Data We draw on data from the taon of Families and
Households va national probability samples andildetante suitable for our research
aims: they contain background variables and mon#idgr force, education,

cohabitation, and marital histories. Our subsamptegain 1,332 white and 385 black
men and women. By focusing on both cohabiting woalezohabiting unions between
(although they and research moves beyond eanlidrest that focusing on both

cohabiting women and cohabiting men (although titecohabiting with one another) our
research modes that focus only o et assumptionk, B¥hoen and Owens the use of both
fixed and

Our analyses begin by presenting life table eseman of individuals ending a
cohabitation by marriage. Next we estimate an elietbry models to cohabitation; the
shon duration of cohabitation, pers method avordpqrtionality assumptions and
permits the use of both fixed and time the oddk)aharrying versus staying together; 2)
individuals either experience an event or are aaukby interview or five cohabitation.
Because of the short duration of cohabites difegreshding on whether the alternation,
person-months are preferable to person Our predict marriage are based on.2
regression models. We estimate the odds of 1) imgrigersus staying together; 2)
separating versus staying together; and 3) marmémgus separating. There are
substantive reasons to expect that effects of @ti@m), pooling on whether the across
"choice" is dissolution or continuation of cohabia.2

Our general strategy is to test a series of mobelshere we present only the final model
for the entire sample and the model disaggregatedde. We first estimate a "basic”
model (race, gender, age at union formation, peaad duration), pooling across men
and women and across blacks and whites. We builgressively on this basic model by
adding family background, child-related, and ecoiromeasures and evaluating the
extent to which these sets of variables may acclmurdverall black-white differences in
the decision to marry. Last, we determine whethereffects of independent variables in
the pooled model vary significantly by race.

Independent Variables Our basic model includeddt@wing variables: duration of
cohabitation, age at start of cohabitation, pefamtied as time-varying), gender, and
race.3 For socioeconomic background, we rely oers¢vneasures: family structure at
age 14, mother's educational attainment (less1Barears, 12 years, 13 or more years),



whether welfare was received while respondent wawigg up, whether the
respondent's mother was employed outside the hamdenumber of siblings. Our
measures of childbearing are time-varying (monthig)cators. We categorize this
measure into 1) no children; 2) a woman (or maatter) pregnant with first child; 3)
one child; and 4) two or more children.4

Because income data by duration are not availaldeemploy a series of measures
similar to those used in past research to proxysream women's economic prospects.5
We include a time-varying measure of years of cetepol schooling as of each duration
(i.e., less than 12, 12, 13-15, and 16 or moré&e-varying dichotomous variable
indicating whether the individual is currently elhed in school, and a lagged (three
month) time-varying categorical variable designgtivhether the respondent is employed
full-time, is employed part-time, or is not emplayg

RESULTS Life Table Estimates

Table 1 shows life table estimates of the propaortibcohabiting men and women
marrying by duration of cohabitation, disaggregdigdace. Most of the cohabiting
unions (81%) end within four years of formationgddhe median duration of cohabitation
is 16 months (data not shown). Overall, 25% of bathtions end in marriage within one
year, and the median duration to marriage is dlidass than three years.

As expected, clear race differences are preseheitransition from cohabitation to
marriage. Within four years of the start of theaimabout two-thirds of whites, compared
with one-third of blacks, marry their partners. @spondingly, the pace of marriage is
more rapid among whites. Thus marriage is a monenoon means of exit from
cohabitation for whites than for blacks. The mayo(©0%) of white cohabitors end
cohabitation by marrying, but fewer than half (408bplacks do so.
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Multivariate Results Table 2 shows the weighted msea our independent variables
both overall and separately by race. For the tigiging covariates, the table shows the
means as of the first month of cohabitation. Odependent variables reveal several
significant differences by race. In regard to secamomic background, 72% of white
cohabitors grew up with both biological parentsgamtrast to 50% of black cohabitors.
Blacks were more likely to receive public assistatian whites at some point while
growing up (28% versus 11%). The mothers of whateabitors have higher average
levels of educational attainment than those oflfbtaahabitors, and the mothers of white



cohabitors were less likely to be employed thasé¢haf black cohabitors (67% versus
83%).

The child-related measures show particularly ski#fprentials by race: the great
majority of white cohabitors (92%) were neithergirant nor had children in the first
month of cohabitation, compared with 54% of blackabitors. Approximately 5% of
whites had at least one child at the start of ciaadin, compared with 38% of blacks.

Finally, our measures of economic prospects shaivitlack cohabitors were more likely
than whites to have fewer than 12 years of educdti®% versus 24%) and less likely to
have more than 12 years (29% versus 45%). About @6&hite and 22% of black
cohabitors were enrolled in school at the stadabfabitation; 49% of blacks and a
slightly higher 55% of whites were employed fulig.

Table 3 shows results from our multinomial regressnodels for the entire subsample
and for blacks and whites separately. The firaticwl presents coefficients predicting the
log odds of marrying rather than continuing to dohahe second column shows the
coefficients predicting the likelihood of separatimther than continuing to cohabit. For
clarity of presentation, we do not show the coéfits for the likelihood of marriage
versus separation, but these can be computed égsslybtracting the coefficients in the
second column from those in the first. We denggeicant differences in the odds of
leaving cohabitation via marriage rather than @pasation by underlining coefficients in
the first two columns. Significant differences fifieets between racial subgroups are
determined by whether the interaction coefficiegtiheen race and a particular
independent variable is at least twice its standarar in the full, pooled model.

In keeping with the life table results, our firsulivariate model in Table 3 shows that
net of all other independent variables, cohabitungtes are 129% ((exp(.83)-1) x 100)
more likely to marry than blacks. On the basishef lbg likelihoods, we find that each
group of variables enhances the fit of the modddl& not shown). Yet none of our three
sets of independent measures (economic prospausisy foackground, and

childbearing), alone or combined, appears to medret effect of race on the odds of
marriage among cohabitors. The race coefficietitessame in the zero-order model as in
the final model presented here.

In our measures of economic prospects, whitesentischool enrollment significantly
deters marriage, in agreement with prior reseaah,(Mare and Winship 1991). Also
whites' full-time employment increases the oddmafriage rather than of separation. In
contrast, the next two columns of Table 3 show th@tmeasures of economic prospects
have no statistically significant effects for blaclklthough significant effects for
enrolliment and employment appear to be limited hdes, tests of interaction terms
reveal no statistically significant differenceseififiects between blacks and whites. The
lack of apparent effects for blacks, when blacksaaralyzed separately, is likely due to
small sample size. For both groups, full-time empient acts as a deterrent against
separation, increasing the likelihood of marriagjative to separation. Current school
enroliment is also related negatively to the oddsarriage for both blacks and whites.
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Because of young minority men's poor economic gosp(e.g., Wilson 1987), women's
economic prospects may be more important for bilaak for white cohabiting couples.
Thus we tested for gender differences (table notvsh. Employment effects indeed are
more important among white men than white womermdemployed full-time clearly
deters separation among white cohabiting men, meréases the odds of marrying versus
separating to a marginally statistically signifidgrdegree (p =.07) (table not shown).
This is not the case among white cohabiting wontests for significant differences in



effects confirm this result. This finding showsimedtly that among whites, men's
employment plays a more crucial role than womemisleyment in the transition to
marriage among cohabitors.

The pattern among blacks differs somewhat. Firstfiad no statistically significant
gender differences in employment effects. Compl&teel of schooling, however,
emerges as differentially important by gender: ble@habiting women with more than

12 years of schooling are significantly more likedymarry. This education effect differs
significantly from those for black men, for whom weserve no effects of educational
attainment. Overall, these results are consistéhtour expectations, and suggest that
men's economic prospects are somewhat more impadinmwomen's in the decision to
marry only among white cohabitors. For blacks, lmdther hand, the evidence suggests
no gender differences in effects of employment. Woisieconomic prospects, at least as
proxied by educational attainment, may play evemoge important role than men's.

In regard to socioeconomic background, the readiptblic assistance is related
negatively to the odds of marrying versus contigumcohabit or separating among
black white cohabitors, but not among white cohabitthis variable is not statistically
significant in the pooled model. Another measuréafily socioeconomic background,
mother's education, is also related to the likelthof marriage among blacks but not
among whites. Specifically, having a mother withrenthan a high school education
increases the odds of marriage among black colhab@@ming from a white single-
parent or a black "other" type of family reduces tlids of marriage following
cohabitation.7 Finally, in regard to family backgnal, statistical tests for differences in
effects of family structure at age 14 reveal naigant variation between black and
white cohabitors.

These results, taken together, suggest that sasioatc advantage and disadvantage
during childhood influence young adults' familyrfwation patterns for blacks but not for
whites, net of the individual's own characteristiast studies of marriage in the general
population have shown family background effectbadargely limited to whites (e.g.,
McLanahan and Bumpass 1988; Michael and Tuma 1885fpcusing on persons
already in a union changes the interpretationdfsigntly: socioeconomic background
emerges as important in explaining the transitoomarriage among black cohabitors.

Cohabiting women (or men's partners) who are pneignah their first child are more
likely to marry than to continue cohabiting or &parate in relation to those with no
children. Although the effects are smaller, hawhddren also significantly increases the
odds of marriage. These findings, unlike past nesepredicting marriage in the general
population of never-married young adults (e.g. Bx#het al. 1995; Goldscheider and
Waite 1991; Lichter et al. 1992), suggest that paagy or the presence of children
increases the odds of marriage among cohabitors.

Tests for race differences in our child-related suees show that the presence of children
increases the odds of marriage similarly for blaakd for whites. Yet comparisons
between black and white women alone (data not shosweal that pregnancy is a strong



impetus to marriage among whites but not blackds® Astatistical tests of differences
show that the effect of pregnancy on marriagegsiicantly greater among white than
black cohabiting women. This result is consisteith wur expectations and with

previous work (Manning 1993). Marriage may be aeriorportant prerequisite for
childbearing among whites than among blacks, amdnaoital cohabitation may be a less
acceptable family context for childbearing amongtesh

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION Prior studies attemptingeagplain the black-white gap
in marriage focused largely on the never-marriggutettion. Our study investigates the
transition to first marriage among cohabiting blackl white men and women, drawing
on data from the National Survey of Families andis&holds. Because cohabitation
increasingly has become the typical path to magriage expect that a fuller
understanding of racial differences in the traosito marriage can be achieved by
focusing on persons already in a coresidentialrunio

We applied the types of measures that are frequas#ld to study the transition to first
marriage in general (e.g., economic prospectsgiobdring, family background), and
found that inclusion of these measures does natuaxtdor black-white differences in the
transition to marriage from cohabitation. Simply,ppe cannot explain away cohabiting
whites' greater propensity to marry.

At the same time, our results underscore the imapod of economic factors, even
roughly measured, in the transition to marriagebith black and white cohabitors, in
keeping with prior research on marriage in gen@aldscheider and Waite 1991;
Lichter et al. 1992; Mare and Winship 1991). Walfiro overall racial differences in
effects; among whites, however, the positive impédull-time employment on the odds
of marriage versus separation is limited to methdugh we lack information on
cohabiting women's partners, this result implieg then's employment status is more
central than women's in cohabiting whites' decismmarry. If employment status
captures earnings, and if reasonably high incom&ldeare conducive to the decision to
marry, such a result is not surprising in viewta# tontinuing wage gap between white
men and white women. No gender differences in eympémt effects exist among black
cohabitors; because of minority men's generally édannings, black women's earnings
are probably more crucial in attaining an accegtabdndard of living that leads to
marriage.

Our findings differ in two respects from previousnk on the likelihood of marriage
among the never-married population; these diffegsrstiggest that if we ignore
cohabitation, we may misrepresent the contempareayiage process. First, prior
studies tended to find that family background cbenastics have little, if any, impact on
marriage among blacks (McLanahan and Bumpass Mi88ael and Tuma 1985). Our
analyses, however, indicate important effects wtheg focus on individuals already in
coresidential unions. For black cohabitors butfopwhites, socioeconomic
disadvantage during childhood (i.e., receipt ofljpudssistance) reduces the odds of
marriage, and mother's schooling levels are agsocpsitively with marriage. These
distinct patterns of results may stem from diffeenbetween blacks' and whites'



selection processes into cohabitation. It may bedbhabitation operates primarily as a
precursor or a transitional stage to marriage amdmtes, but more as an alternative
form of marriage among blacks (Manning and Lané@atincoming; Rindfuss and
Vanden Heuvel 1990). Thus family background effestsy demonstrate that among
whites cohabitation may be selective of those diyealatively likely to marry, whereas
among blacks selection may operate more strongdlydrtransition to marriage than in
the transition to initial cohabitation.

Second, in contrast to research showing that piigahahildbearing reduces the
likelihood of marriage (Bennett et al. 1995), tmegence of children in cohabiting unions
increases the chances of marrying a cohabitingi@aftor both blacks and whites.
Couples who cohabit with children already preseay ime more committed to the union
than those without children, and it is likely thiais commitment increases with time as
stronger ties are forged between the cohabitintppaand the child or children. We also
find that the effect of a pregnhancy differs subsgdlly by race. For white cohabiting
women, pregnancy serves as a strong impetus teageybut this is not the case for
black women. This result is consistent with ethapgic findings that marriage is often
not a prerequisite for childbearing among blackriecarious economic conditions,
governmental assistance or extended-family menrhagsbe more reliable sources of
social and/or economic support than a partner (But990; Sullivan 1989).

In sum, although our current analysis could notarghe racial gap in marriage even
among couples already living together, we found tjuste a substantial proportion of
both white and black cohabiting couples go on torynaithin a few years; our life table
estimates suggest that this occurs for about 40Btagk couples and two-thirds of white
couples. Moreover, because an increasingly largegstion of young adults in the
United States cohabit, and many go on to marrgareh focusing on the contemporary
transition to marriage- or specifically on racidferences in family patterns- must
consider cohabitation both as a family form inowen right and as a key part of the
process leading to marriage.
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