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Highlights:
■ The majority of teens believe it is

better to get married than to go
through life single; more boys
than girls feel this way. 

■ The majority of teens do not
agree that divorce is the best
solution when a couple can’t
seem to work out its marital
problems. 

■ Despite positive attitudes toward
marriage, two-thirds of teens
also accept premarital 
cohabitation.

■ Teens’ life experiences, such as
whether or not they grew up in
a two-parent family and whether
or not they are sexually experi-
enced, are associated with signif-
icantly different attitudes toward
these issues.

Marriage

Teen boys are more likely than
teen girls to believe that it is bet-

ter to get married than to go
though life single. 

Two-thirds of boys aged 15-19
(68.9%) agree with the statement,
"It is better for a person to get mar-

ried than to go through life being
single," compared to over half of
girls aged 15-19 (54.2%, Figure 1).
The difference between the respons-
es of boys and girls is statistically
significant.1

The National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) is the premier source of national information on
teen sexual behavior, contraceptive use, and pregnancy. This Science Says issue brief uses the most
recent round of the NSFG, collected in 2002, to examine teens’ attitudes about marriage, divorce,
and cohabitation.

FIGURE 1: Percentage of teens (aged 15-19) who agree 
“It is better for a person to get married than to go through
life being single”
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More 15- to 17-year-old boys
(70.6%) than 15- to 17-year-old
girls (55.8%) agree that marriage is
better than going through life sin-
gle. Similarly, more 18- to 19-year-
old boys (66.7%) agree with the
statement than do 18- to 19-year-
old girls (52.0%). Differences
between the responses of younger
and older teens are not statistically
significant, but differences between
girls and boys within each age
group are statistically significant.

The majority of teens of all racial/
ethnic groups favor marriage. 

Teen girls of different racial/ethnic
groups favor marriage nearly equal-
ly. Just over half of Hispanic
(55.4%), non-Hispanic White

(54.4%), and non-Hispanic Black
(52.1%) teen girls agree that getting
married is preferable to remaining
single. Among boys, however, non-
Hispanic Black teen boys are less
likely than non-Hispanic White
and Hispanic teen boys to favor
marriage. Six in ten (59.8%) non-
Hispanic Black, 74.7% of Hispanic,
and 70.3% of non-Hispanic White
teen boys believe that getting mar-
ried is better than remaining single.
Boy-girl differences are statistically
significant for Hispanics and non-
Hispanic Whites, but not for non-
Hispanic Black teens (Figure 2). 

Virgins and sexually experienced
teens2 have similar views about the
desirability of marriage. 

Virgins and sexually experienced
teen girls (aged 15-19) are equally
likely to agree that getting married
is better than remaining single
(54.5% vs. 54.0%). Differences
between virgin and sexually experi-
enced teen boys aged 15-19 on this
question are larger (71.5% vs.
65.9%), and are close to being sta-
tistically significant. For both sexu-
ally experienced teens and virgins,
teen boys are significantly more
likely than teen girls to agree that it
is better to get married than to
remain single.

Divorce

Less than half of teens approve of
divorce as a remedy for a troubled
marriage.

Almost half of girls aged 15-19
(48.0%) and 41.7% of boys aged
15-19 agree with the statement,
"Divorce is usually the best solution
when a couple can’t seem to work
out their marriage problems"
(Figure 3). Boy-girl differences are
not statistically significant.

Teens’ opinions on divorce do 
not differ much by age or sexual
experience.

Age is not a significant factor in
teens’ opinions on divorce. Younger
(42.4%) and older (40.7%) teen
boys are almost equally likely to
approve of divorce. Differences
between younger (51.5%) and older
(42.8%) teen girls’ attitudes are
larger, but are still not statistically
significant.

Virgins and sexually experienced
teens’ opinions on divorce are not
significantly different. Almost half
(45.3%) of sexually experienced 
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FIGURE 2: Percentage of teens (aged 15-19) that agree
getting married is better than remaining single, by race/
ethnicity and gender
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teen boys and 38.6% of virgin teen
boys approve of divorce (differences
are close to being significant).
Similarly, almost half of sexually
experienced (49.2%) and virgin
(46.9%) teen girls approve of
divorce. Boy-girl differences on
these two issues are not significant
for virgins or for sexually experi-
enced teens.

Only boys’ opinions about divorce
differ by race/ethnicity. 

Hispanic (51.4%) and non-
Hispanic Black (53.1%) teen boys
are significantly more likely than
non-Hispanic White (38.3%) teen
boys to agree that divorce is usually
the best solution for marital prob-
lems. Hispanic (58.4%) girls appear
more likely to accept divorce than
are non-Hispanic White (45.5%),
and non-Hispanic Black (49.7%)
teen girls, but these differences are
not statistically significant, nor are

any of the differences between boys
and girls.

Cohabitation

About two-thirds of all teens
believe that it is okay for a young
couple to live together while
unmarried.

Only about a third of teens aged
15-19 (32.3% of boys and 36.0%
of girls) agree with the statement,
"A young couple should not live
together unless they are married"
(Figure 4). Differences between
boys and girls are not statistically
significant.

Virgins are less likely than sexually
experienced teens to approve of
premarital cohabitation.

While 41.4% of virgin teen boys
agree that a young couple should
not live together unless they are
married, less than a quarter of sexu-
ally experienced teen boys (21.7%)
agree with this statement. Similarly,
47.6% of virgin teen girls disap-

FIGURE 3: Percentage of teens (aged 15-19) who believe,
“Divorce is usually the best solution when a couple can’t
seem to work out their marriage problems.”
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FIGURE 4: Percentage of teens (aged 15-19) who believe,
“A young couple should not live together unless they are
married.”
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prove of cohabitation before mar-
riage, compared to only 22.9% of
sexually experienced teen girls
(Figure 5). Boy-girl differences are
not statistically significant for vir-
gins or for sexually experienced
teens.

Teen boys’ attitudes toward cohab-
itation differ by age, and teen girls’
attitudes differ by race/ethnicity.

Younger teen boys (35.9%) are
more likely than older teen boys
(27.7%) to disapprove of a young
couple living together before mar-
riage. The difference between the
proportion of 15- to 17-year-old
girls (38.1%) and 18- to 19-year-
old girls (32.9%) who disapprove of
cohabitation before marriage is
smaller and not statistically 
significant.

About a third of Hispanic (33.5%),
non-Hispanic White (31.9%), and

non-Hispanic Black (32.3%) teen
boys disapprove of cohabitation
before marriage. However, Hispanic
(40.0%) and non-Hispanic Black
(38.7%) teen girls are more likely
than non-Hispanic White (33.8%)
teen girls to disapprove of cohabita-
tion. Boy-girl differences are not
significant for any racial/ethnic or
age subgroup.

Background Character-
istics and Teens’ Attitudes

Teens who grew up living with
both parents tend to have more
traditional attitudes toward mar-
riage, cohabitation, and divorce. 

One predictor of teens’ attitudes
toward divorce, cohabitation, and
marriage, is whether they lived with
both parents throughout their own
childhood, or if they grew up in
other family arrangements (single

parent households, parental
divorce/remarriage, etc.). 

Teen boys (36.9%) and girls
(44.1%) from two biological/
adoptive parent households are sig-
nificantly less likely to believe that
divorce is the best solution for cou-
ples with marital difficulties than
are teen boys (48.7%) and girls
(52.6%) from other household
arrangements (Figure 6). Boy-girl
differences are significant for teens
from two biological/adoptive parent
households only.

Teen boys (37.0%) and girls
(40.0%) who grew up in two 
biological/adoptive parent house-
holds are more likely to disapprove
of cohabitation than are teen boys
(25.4%) and girls (31.3%) who
grew up in other types of house-
holds. These differences are statisti-
cally significant for boys and close
to being significant for girls. Boy-
girl differences are not statistically
different for either group.

Teens who grew up with two bio-
logical/adoptive parents are more
likely than teens from other types
of households to agree that mar-
riage is better than remaining sin-
gle, but the differences are not sta-
tistically significant. For both
groups, boys are significantly more
likely than girls to favor marriage.
For example, almost three-fourths
of boys who grew up with two par-
ents (71.3%) agree that is it better
to be married than to go through
life single, compared with only
57.7% of girls from two-parent
homes. Among teens who grew up
in other family arrangements,
65.4% of boys agree that marriage
is preferable, compared to 50.1% of
girls.
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FIGURE 5: Percentage of teens (aged 15-19) who believe,
“A young couple should not live together unless they are
married,” by gender and sexual experience status
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Not surprisingly, teens who have
lived with a boyfriend/girlfriend
are more likely to approve of pre-
marital cohabitation. Their beliefs
about the value of marriage and
the acceptability of divorce, howev-
er, are not significantly different
from the views of teens who have
not lived with a romantic partner.

While there are too few married
teens in the NSFG to compare their
attitudes on marriage with the atti-
tudes of never-married teens, there
are enough teens who have cohabit-
ed to enable analyses of this group’s
responses. Less than one tenth of
teen boys (8.8%) and 12.6% of
girls who have ever lived with a
romantic partner disapprove of pre-
marital cohabitation, compared
with 33.6% of teen boys and
39.2% of girls who have never
cohabited (boy-girl differences are
not statistically significant) (Figure
7). 

Teens who have ever lived with a
romantic partner are less likely to

agree that it is better to get married
than to remain single, but these
results are not statistically signifi-
cant. Among teen boys, 56.4% of
those who have cohabited and
69.6% of those who have not lived
with a romantic partner agree that
getting married is preferable to
remaining single. Similarly, 46.2%
of teen girls who have cohabited
and 55.4% of teen girls who have
not believe that marriage is prefer-
able to remaining single. Boy-girl
differences are significant for non-
cohabiters, and nearly significant
for those who have cohabited. 

The majority of teens in both
groups—those who have lived with
a romantic partner and those who
have not—disapprove of divorce as
a solution for marital difficulties.
Only 4 in 10 teen boys approve of
divorce—39.5% of those who have
lived with a romantic partner and
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FIGURE 7: Proportion of teens (aged 15-19) who
disapprove of cohabitation, by gender and cohabitation
status
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FIGURE 6: Proportion of teens (aged 15-19) who approve
of divorce, by gender and childhood living situation

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

GirlsBoys

Other Family Types2 Biological/Adoptive 
Parents

36.9%

52.6%

44.1%

48.7%



41.9% of those who haven’t.
Among girls, just under half 
approve of divorce, 49.2% of those
who have ever cohabited and
47.8% of those who haven’t.
Differences between boys and girls
are not significant for either group. 

Teens with more conservative 
attitudes about teen sexual activity
also have more conservative atti-
tudes toward cohabitation and
divorce than do those with more
accepting attitudes toward teen
sexual activity.

As noted in a previous Science Says3,
about two-thirds of teens disap-
prove of sexual activity among
unmarried 16-year-olds who have
"a strong affection" for each other,
but only about a third of teens dis-
approve of sexual activity among
unmarried 18-year-olds under the
same circumstances.  The present

analysis reveals that teens who dis-
approve of sex among unmarried

18-year-olds are also more likely to
disapprove of divorce and premari-
tal cohabitation.

Teen girls (62.9%) and boys
(55.0%) who disapprove of sex
among unmarried 18-year-olds are
significantly more likely than those
girls (20.2%) and boys (20.6%)
with more permissive attitudes
toward teen sex to agree that it is
not okay for a young unmarried
couple to live together (Figure 8).
Boy-girl differences are not 
significant. 

Teen girls (38.2%) and boys
(33.8%) who disapprove of sex
among unmarried 18-year-olds are
also less likely to agree that divorce
is the best solution to marital diffi-
culties than teen girls (53.7%) and
boys (45.7%) who approve of sex
among unmarried 18-year-olds
(Figure 9). Here, boy-girl differ-
ences are close to being statistically
significant for teens who approve of
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FIGURE 8: Percentage of teens (aged 15-19) who agree,
“A young couple should not live together unless they are
married,” by gender and opinion on sexual activity among
18-year-olds
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FIGURE 9: Percentage of teens (aged 15-19) who approve
of divorce, by gender and opinion on sexual activity among
18-year-olds

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

NeitherStrongly DisagreeDisagreeAgreeStrongly Agree

girls, disapprove

boys,
disapprove of sex

girls,
approve of sex

boys, approve



sex among unmarried 18-year-olds,
and not statistically significant for
those who disapprove. 

Regarding teens’ opinions about
whether it is better to get married
than remain single, gender is a bet-
ter predictor of opinions than are
attitudes toward teen sexual activity.
Almost three fourths of teen boys
(73.2%) and 56.4% of teen girls
who disapprove of sex among
unmarried 18-year-olds agree it is
better to be married than to go
through life single. Among those
with more permissive attitudes
toward sex, 66.7% of teen boys
agree it is better to be married than
to go through life single, compared
to only 53.0% of teen girls.

Conclusion
This analysis of the NSFG data
suggests that marriage remains a
goal for the majority of teens, and
less than half support divorce in the
case of irreconcilable marital prob-
lems. At the same time, about two-
thirds of teens approve of couples
living together outside of marriage. 

Perhaps surprisingly, far more teen
boys than girls favor marriage to
remaining single. For attitudes
toward divorce and cohabitation,
boys’ and girls’ responses are similar,
while teens’ own life experiences
seem to influence these opinions.
For example, virgins and sexually
experienced teens hold different
attitudes toward cohabitation and
divorce, as do teens who grew up
with two parents vs. some other liv-
ing arrangement.
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Notes/Sources

1 For those unfamiliar with the term
"statistical significance," this refers to
the results of statistical testing to
measure whether observed differences
between groups (boys versus girls,
older versus younger teens, etc) are
true differences in attitudes/behavior,
or are due to the particular teens
included in the survey, which is meant
to be representative of the U.S. teen
population. For the purposes of these
analyses, the threshold for statistical
significance is 0.05. That is, results are
considered significant if the "p value"
(or probability of the difference being
just a random occurrence) is equal to
or less than 5%. Differences referred
to as being "close to statistically signifi-
cant" have P values between 0.06 and
0.10.

2 For boys, being "sexually experienced"
is defined as having been married, hav-
ing cohabited with a female, or having
answered yes to the following ques-
tion: "have you ever had sexual inter-
course with a female (sometimes this
is called making love, having sex, or
going all the way)?"  For girls, being
"sexually experienced" is defined as
having been married, having cohabited
with a male, having been pregnant, or
having answered yes to the following
question:: "at any time in your life, have
you ever had sexual intercourse with a
man, that is, made love, had sex, or
gone all the way?"  "Virgins" are those
who have never married, never cohab-
ited, never been pregnant (girls only),
and answered no to the question
regarding having had sexual inter-
course.

3 Flanigan, C., Huffman, R., & Smith, J.
(2005).Teens’ attitudes toward sexual
activity, 2002. Science Says, 14.
Washington, DC:The National
Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy.
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