
 

Bowling Green State University 
The Center for Family and Demographic Research 

http://www.bgsu.edu/organizations/cfdr 
Phone:  (419) 372-7279           cfdr@bgsu.edu 

 

2016 Working Paper Series  

 
 

ARE STEPCHILDREN AND SHARED CHILDREN ASSOCIATED WITH THE  

OUTCOMES OF WOMEN’S COHABITATIONS? 

 

 

Karen Benjamin Guzzo 
 
 

Department of Sociology &  
Center for Family and Demographic Research 

Bowling Green State University 
Bowling Green, OH 

43403-0222 
419-372-3312 

kguzzo@bgsu.edu 
 

 
 
 
 
 
This research was supported in part by the Center for Family and Demographic 
Research, Bowling Green State University, which has core funding from the Eunice 
Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 
(R24HD050959).   

mailto:kguzzo@bgsu.edu


Are Stepchildren and Shared Children Associated with the  

Outcomes of Women’s Cohabitations? 

 

 

Abstract 

Cohabiting unions increasingly involve children, either children born during the union and/or 

from prior relationships (i.e., stepchildren).  This paper examines variation in the outcomes of 

women’s cohabiting unions based on the presence of stepchildren and shared children using the 

2006-2013 National Survey of Family Growth.  Although the majority of 1st cohabitations (68%) 

are not stepfamilies, the majority of 2nd (65%) and 3rd (75%) cohabitations include stepchildren. 

Shared children are present in 25% of non-stepfamily cohabitations and 33% of stepfamily 

cohabitations.  Results show that fewer stepfamilies transition to marriage than non-stepfamilies, 

but a more nuanced definition of stepfamily cohabitations reveal that the most complex 

stepfamily cohabitations (both partners have children) are particularly disadvantaged in terms of 

marrying.  Neither stepfamily status nor configuration affect dissolution.  Cohabitors with a 

shared child are less likely to either marry or break up relative to remaining cohabiting, but this 

is largely true only for non-stepfamily cohabitations.   
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Are Stepchildren and Shared Children Associated with the  

Outcomes of Women’s Cohabitations? 

Like other industrialized countries, the United States has experienced a vast shift in childbearing 

behaviors as well as union formation and stability over the past few decades.  About 40% of 

births occur outside of marriage; the majority of these are to cohabiting couples, but a sizeable 

minority are to those who are not in a coresidential relationship with the child’s other biological 

parent (Manning, Brown, and Stykes, 2015).  At the same time, cohabiting unions have become 

less stable (Guzzo, 2014), and divorce rates have remained stably high among young adults and 

increased among those aged 35 and older (Kennedy and Ruggles, 2014). These changes translate 

into a growing proportion of parents in the relationship market, which in turn means that 

stepfamilies are likely comprising a growing proportion of today’s cohabiting and marital unions 

(Guzzo, 2015).   In 2000, 8.8% of married couples and 11.5% of cohabiting couples were 

stepfamilies (Teachman, 2008); as a cross-sectional estimate, this almost certainly 

underestimates the experience of stepfamily living over the life course.   

As cohabitations have become the modal way of starting all coresidential unions – both 

first- and higher-order unions and among those with and without children (Manning, Brown, and 

Payne, 2014; Wu and Schimmele, 2005) – work on cohabitation must consider how stepfamily 

status, defined as either partner having a child from a past relationship, plays into the stability of 

the union.  Childbearing within cohabiting unions has certainly received a great deal of attention 

over the past decade (e.g., Lichter, 2012; Manlove, Ryan, Wildsmith, and Fanzetta, 2010; 

Musick, 2007), but less attention has been paid to unions in children which are present from the 

start because at least one of the partners is already a parent. This is an important oversight – 
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about a fifth of cohabitations formed between 2005 and 2010 involved at least one partner who 

had a child from a previous relationship (Guzzo, 2015).   

But these changes also means that stepfamily research must also widen its scope to 

include cohabitation.  As stepfamilies have become more common, they have also become more 

diverse (Stewart, 2007).  By definition, stepfamilies occur when at least one partner has a child 

from a previous relationship.  Historically, stepfamilies almost exclusively occurred when a 

married couple with children experienced the death of one partner or, starting in the mid-20th 

century, a divorce, followed by the remarriage of one (or both) partner(s); remarriage was the 

primary avenue for stepfamily formation (Coleman and Ganong, 1990; Coleman, Ganong, and 

Fine, 2000).  Today, high rates of nonmarital childbearing and the emergence of cohabitation as 

a common higher-order union (Wu and Schimmele, 2005) mean that stepfamilies include both 

cohabitations and marriages and occur among both the never-married and the previously-married 

(Guzzo, 2015), yet research on less traditional types of stepfamilies remains sparse (Sweeney, 

2010).   One reason is that data limitations often make it difficult to identify different types of 

stepfamilies and configurations (Teachman, 2008). For instance, Bumpass and colleagues’ 

(1995) groundbreaking work on the demography of stepfamilies was limited to mothers who 

formed new relationships because the data did not allow the identification of childless women 

forming relationships with fathers.  In addition to ignoring cohabiting stepfamilies, the inability 

to consider women’s partner’s children presents a major drawback of past work because many 

processes in stepfamilies, such as shared childbearing, differ substantially by which partner has 

children (Stewart, 2002), which I term ‘stepfamily configuration’ in this paper.   

The current project is a first step in addressing the gaps in both the cohabitation and 

stepfamily literatures by focusing on the outcome of women’s cohabiting unions, paying 
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particular attention to the role of stepchildren and shared children. I use the 2006-2013 National 

Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) to follow cohabiting unions over time to examine stability and 

transitions.  In particular, this work compares ‘simple,’ or non-stepfamily, cohabitations – those 

in which neither partner has a child – to stepfamily cohabitations and further examines 

differences in configuration as well as whether they have any shared children.   

Theoretical Framework 

Family systems and family stress theories provide a helpful way to think about cohabiting 

unions overall and especially stepfamilies – and the difficulties they face. According to family 

systems theory, families are comprised of a set of individuals who each have a set of rules, roles, 

and connections between them (Broderick, 1993; Larsen and Olsen, 1990).  Each member is 

clearly aware of how they are connected to one another, and although the rules are implicit, each 

member understands what is expected of them (relative to other members) and what they can 

expect from each other.  Moreover, there are clear boundaries delineating who is in and out of a 

particular family system (Boss and Greenberg, 1984).  Together, these aspects facilitate proper 

family functioning and stability. Compared to a marriage, some have argued that cohabitation 

lacks institutionalization (Nock, 1995), which means the rules and obligations are unclear.  

Others, though, have argued that marriage has become deinstitutionalized (Cherlin, 2004) while 

rising rates of cohabitation, along with diffusion processes, have simultaneously institutionalized 

cohabitation to some extent (Brown, Manning, and Payne, forthcoming; Liefbroer and Dourleijn, 

2006).  Still, cohabitation is not yet fully institutionalized.  In a stepfamily, however, there is a 

remarkable lack of clarity about rules, obligations, connections, and boundaries (Cherlin, 1978; 

Stewart, 2005), and no one is arguing this has abated over time, especially as cohabiting 

stepfamilies have become more common (Guzzo, 2015).  Relationships are arguably more 

5 
 



complex when one or both partners have a child from a prior relationship, and these complexities 

may alter family functioning in ways that diminish the stability of a cohabiting stepfamily.   

Family stress theory (McCubbin and Patterson, 1983) focuses on events, crises, and 

changes as ways in which families are ‘stressed,’ and forming a stepfamily is certainly one type 

of stressor.  When new individuals enter an existing family system, families – and individuals 

within those families – must draw upon various resources to adapt and develop new ways of 

functioning (Hobfall and Spielberger, 1992). This is not an easy process, in part because of 

boundary ambiguity (Brown and Manning, 2009) – how do families re-establish rules, roles, and 

obligations when it is unclear which members are connected to each other and how? What is 

unique, and perhaps especially challenging, about stepfamilies is that there are ties and 

obligations to individuals inside and outside the cohabiting household.  Further, in a cohabiting 

stepfamily, the lack of institutionalization seen among cohabitations more generally (Nock, 

1995) means that there are fewer guiding norms and rules upon which to model behavior as 

individuals simultaneously negotiate both informal partnership roles and informal step-parenting 

roles.  The lack of clear norms, along with variation and uncertainty within household 

relationships (and across households, as discussed below), presents a possible source of strain 

that can negatively affect union stability and the chances of marriage.    

Stepfamily status and configuration 

Both theories highlight the role of boundary ambiguity for family functioning.  For 

stepfamilies, a key aspect of defining the family may be which partner has children because it 

roughly proxies child coresidence (which I cannot directly measure in the current study). This, in 

turn, affects how stepparenthood is experienced.  Mothers are far more likely to be living with 

their children than fathers are once the initial parental relationship ends; only 18% of custodial 
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parents are fathers (Grall, 2013).  As such, in a cohabiting stepfamily comprised of a mother and 

her childless partner, the childless partner likely has a resident stepchild.  Although the resident 

child is clearly part of the family, he or she is not equally connected to both adults in the family, 

and the attendant obligations and privileges between the stepfather and the child are not 

apparent. Further, the mother must divide her time and attention between her biological child and 

her partner; she cannot focus solely on building the romantic relationship with the partner nor 

can she entirely focus on her child’s needs.  The adjustment of the original mother-and-child 

family to absorb a new member – altering their family system – almost certainly involves more 

stressors than when two single adults form a new family system together.  

In a cohabiting stepfamily in which a childless woman is partnered with a father, the 

children are less often fully coresident (i.e., living in the father’s household full-time) (Stewart, 

2007).  As such, the childless partner may only be a part-time stepparent and the lack of clear 

roles and guidelines may only be apparent at certain times, leading to fewer new stressors, or at 

least, stressors that occur less frequently.  Further, the father may have fewer competing 

obligations between his partner and his children and more time to spend focusing on the 

romantic relationship.  Here, it is less clear whether the child is, in fact, a major part of the 

family (depending on father involvement), and this may limit day-to-day conflicts and confusion. 

However, to the extent a nonresidential father is involved with his child – in which case the child 

may almost seem to move in and out of the family system – there could be more interruptions to 

family functioning and fewer opportunities for establishing clear stepparent-child relationships.   

Of course, the scenario is further complicated when both partners have children; this is 

the case for about half of currently cohabiting stepfamilies (Guzzo, 2015).  As with the 

stepfamilies above, the male partner’s children are less likely to live in the household full-time, 
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but here both adult members have their own biological parent roles and stepparent roles.  This 

adds additional wrinkles because each parent may differ in how they treat their own children 

relative to each other. No two parents treat their children exactly the same, of course, and there 

are often differences by the gender of the parent (McKinney and Renk, 2007; Wilcox and Kline, 

2013), but another complication is that residential parents often treat their children differently 

than non-residential parents (Furstenberg and Nord, 1985).  This variation in rules and 

obligations, along with the lack of clarity as to who is and is not part of the family and who can 

and cannot parent whom, increases the risk of dysfunction and conflict. 

In sum, stepfamily cohabitations face more challenges that cohabitations involving two 

childless adults.  In a simple cohabiting union, the couple can focus primarily on their 

relationship without concerns about differential treatment and obligations across members. 

However, for stepfamily cohabitations, configuration may affect union stability.  Mothers 

cohabiting with a childless man may experience different union trajectories than childless 

women partnering with a father due to differences in the intensity of the stepparent roles and in 

extra- vs. intra-household strains and stressors (Sweeney, 2010).  Though both scenarios present 

their own issues, the potential for ongoing conflict when the female partner has children (due to 

the much greater levels of coresidence) seems higher than when only the male partner has 

children.  When both partners have children, the likelihood of problems is further increased. 

Together, this leads to the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1: Cohabiting unions in which one or both partners have children from a prior 

relationship are less likely to marry and more likely to dissolve than cohabitations in 

which neither partner has children from a prior union.  
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Hypothesis 2: Cohabiting stepfamilies in which both partners have children from previous 

relationships are the least likely to transition to marriage and the most likely to dissolve, 

followed by unions in which only the female partner has children and then unions in 

which only the male partner has children.  

Shared childbearing 

Another potential factor is shared childbearing. Generally, shared childbearing is 

reflective of union commitment and stability (Lillard and Waite, 1993); that is, the most stable 

couples are those most likely to have a child and the ones most likely to have a child are those 

that expect their union to last.  Family stress theory, though, would classify a birth as a stressor, 

and, consistent with this perspective, having a child is associated with lower relationship 

satisfaction quality (Belsky and Penskey, 1988; Trillingsgard, Baucom, and Heyman, 2014).  

The association between shared childbearing in cohabiting unions, and stepfamily cohabitations 

more specifically, and the outcome of those unions, then, is unclear.  Having a child together has 

become increasingly common in cohabiting unions (Kennedy and Fitch, 2012; Lichter, 2012), 

and this may be indicative of the institutionalization of cohabitation.  Given that marrying 

between conception and birth is an option, those who choose to have a child while cohabiting 

may be demonstrating a view that cohabitation is an appropriate union in which to raise children.  

Indeed, prior work finds that having a child while cohabiting is not significantly associated with 

marriage or dissolution relative to staying cohabiting (Guzzo and Hayford, 2014).  To the extent 

that all cohabiting unions – regardless of whether either partner has children from a past 

relationship – have the same option to marry prior to birth, there may be little difference in the 

link between shared childbearing and the outcome across stepfamily status. 
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Conversely, shared childbearing may function differently for stepfamily cohabitations 

than non-stepfamily cohabitations. On the one hand, shared childbearing may have a unique 

purpose for a stepfamily by serving as a way to “cement” the bonds (Ganong and Coleman, 

1988).  Through the lens of family systems theory, a shared child becomes the connection 

between members, reducing boundary ambiguity and creating at least some clearly defined roles 

and obligations.  If this is the case, shared childbearing could be more strongly linked to the 

outcome for a stepfamily cohabitation than a non-stepfamily cohabitation. On the other, having a 

shared child together when one or both partners already have children – and doing so while 

cohabiting – is a complicated phenomenon because it represents a transition to a higher couple-

level parity overall (Holland and Thomson, 2011) and a potential mismatch in parity and 

obligations across partners.  It is possible that a shared child could be more disruptive to a 

stepfamily (perhaps along the gradient discussed above in Hypothesis 2) because they face more 

challenges already. Taken together, it is not clear whether shared childbearing affects stability 

differently across stepfamily status or varies by configuration.      

Hypothesis 3: Shared children reduce the likelihood of both marriage and dissolution relative to 

remaining cohabiting relative to those with no children, but it is unclear whether this 

process works equally for both simple and stepfamily cohabitations. 

Other factors associated with outcomes and stability 

There are a host of other factors related to cohabiting union stability and transitions, such as prior 

marriage and cohabitation experience, plans to marry (i.e., engagement), and socioeconomic and 

demographic characteristics. Both socioeconomic status and race-ethnicity are associated with 

stability and outcomes, with minorities and less-educated individuals at a higher risk of 

dissolution whereas whites and better-educated individuals are more likely to marry (Rose-
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Greenland and Smock, 2013).  Older ages at the start of cohabitation increase the chances of 

marriage and reduce the chances of breaking up (Guzzo, 2014).  Being engaged or having 

definite plans to marry sharply increases the chances of marriage and reduces the chances of 

dissolution (Guzzo, 2009). Cohabitation order is also associated with outcomes; first and third or 

higher cohabitations are more likely to dissolve than remain intact relative to second 

cohabitations, and overall, the likelihood of marriage has declined and the risk of dissolution has 

increased over time (Guzzo, 2014).  Prior union experiences also matter, with post-marital 

cohabitations more likely to transition to marriage and less likely to dissolve than cohabitations 

among the never-married (Guzzo and Hayford, 2014).  

Data and methods 

This research uses the 2006-2013 cycles of the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG). The 

NSFG is a nationally representative cross-sectional survey of individuals aged 15-44 and 

contains a detailed retrospective history of unions and childbearing.  Analyses are restricted to 

women because other research suggests that the quality of male fertility data is often quite low 

(Joyner, Peters, Hynes, Sikora, Taber, and Rendall, 2012).  The analytical sample includes first 

and higher-order (i.e., second, third, etc.) cohabitations to women 15 and older at the start of 

cohabitation with valid and consistent start and end dates for all.  As such, the unit of analysis is 

cohabiting unions rather than women (n = 13,417 cohabitations, of which n = 6,374 are 

stepfamily cohabitations, to 9,367 women).  Individuals can contribute more than one spell of 

cohabitation if they had multiple cohabitations, and the analyses control for this clustering. The 

analyses use event history techniques, where the data is converted into person-months, and 

multinomial logistic regression, with a time-varying three-category dependent variable indicating 

whether the cohabiting union was still intact, had transitioned to marriage, or dissolved prior to 
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marriage.  Respondents enter the risk set the month the cohabitation begins and leave when the 

cohabiting union dissolves or transitions to marriage or are censored at the time of interview.   

 To compare the outcomes of cohabiting unions by stepfamily status and configuration, I 

first had to identify stepfamily unions.  Stepfamilies are identified by the presence of the 

respondent’s children born prior to the union and by responses to questions about partner’s 

children.  Specifically, each of the respondent’s births are matched by date of birth to union start 

date. If a birth occurred more than six months prior to the start of cohabiting union, it is assumed 

to be with a different partner and thus the cohabiting union is considered a stepfamily; children 

born within six months of the start of cohabitation are assumed to be with the cohabiting partner 

(alternate specifications yielded virtually identical results). Respondents are also asked whether 

their partner had any children from prior relationships (though information about the age, 

number, and coresidence of partner’s children were not collected).  Thus, a stepfamily status is a 

dichotomous indicator of whether the respondent, her partner, or both had a child prior to the 

start of cohabitation, regardless of whether the children live with the cohabiting couple.   

  There are two variables aimed at capturing configuration.  The first is a time-invariant 

measure: no stepchildren, only the respondent had children, only the partner had children, or 

both had children at the start of the cohabitation. The second measure incorporates shared 

childbearing, which varies over the course of the union.  I initially explored models with a linear 

measure of shared parity but prefer a simple dichotomous indicator of whether any children were 

born within the union.  This simpler specification yielded similar results and provided a key 

advantage: the ability to interact stepfamily type with shared childbearing.  Rather than an actual 

interaction term, however, I created an eight-category measure as the second configuration 

variable: 4 categories of stepfamily type, each with 2 categories for no shared children or a 
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shared child.  By using different omitted categories, I can test whether shared childbearing is 

differently associated with cohabiting outcomes within stepfamily types.  

 Several covariates are also included in the model. Sociodemographic characteristics 

include the race-ethnicity and the respondent’s age at union start.  To proxy socioeconomic 

status, family background characteristics include maternal education and family structure at age 

14 as well as a time-varying indicator of whether the respondent had a high school.  Information 

about the respondent’s family formation experiences include cohabitation number (i.e., first, 

second, or third or higher cohabitation) and an indicator of prior marriage, along with 

information on whether the partner has ever been married (there is no information on partner’s 

prior cohabitation status).  A dichotomous indicator of engagement status/definite plans to marry 

at the start of the union is also included. Given changes in cohabiting union stability over time 

(Guzzo, 2014), analyses also include an indicator of period of cohabitation start in roughly five-

year increments (1984 or earlier, 1990-94, 1995-99, 2000-04, 2005-09, 2010 or later). Finally, 

the event history models include a control for union duration, specified as a time-varying 

piecewise nonlinear spline (less than 6 months, 7-12 months, 13-24 months (omitted), 25-48 

months, and 49 or more months), because the association between union transition and duration 

is nonlinear (Guzzo, 2014). 

Analytical approach 

I begin by presenting bivariate information demonstrating the prevalence of stepfamily 

status/configuration by cohabitation order before showing descriptive information for cohabiting 

unions disaggregated by stepfamily status.  Analyses proceed with graphs from multiple-

decrement life tables, which explore whether dissolution and marriage risks vary by stepfamily 

configuration; these graphs show the hazard curves within 48 months of the start of cohabitation, 
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well beyond the point in which most cohabitations are still intact as cohabiting unions (Goodwin, 

Mosher, and Chandra, 2010).  Since neither descriptive statistics nor life tables can 

simultaneously account for socioeconomic, demographic, and union factors, particularly shared 

childbearing, I turn to multivariate analyses to more thoroughly examine differences in outcomes 

across stepfamily type using event history models accounting for exposure and duration.   

Multivariate analyses occur as a series of nested models.  Model 1 is a baseline model 

with socioeconomic and demographic characteristics, past and current union indicators, and the 

dichotomous indicator of stepfamily status (along with period and duration indicators), testing 

Hypothesis 1. Model 2 replaces the dichotomous stepfamily status variable with the more 

detailed stepfamily configuration variable to test Hypotheses 2.  Model 3 adds shared 

childbearing to Model 2 to explores possible variation by configuration in how shared 

childbearing is associated with outcomes to test Hypothesis 3, using the eight-category 

interaction term.  All analyses were conducted in Stata 14.1 using the “svy” commands to 

account for the complex sample design of the NSFG and the multiple cohabitations contributed 

by some respondents. 

Descriptive results 

Figure 1 shows the proportion of cohabiting unions that are stepfamilies by cohabitation number.  

Looking at the first set of bars, which details the overall distribution of stepfamilies, we can see 

that the majority of all cohabitations that women aged 15-44 ever experienced are not 

stepfamilies – 57% of all cohabiting unions involve two childless individuals.  First cohabitations 

have the lowest proportions of stepfamilies, at just under a third.  Among second and third 

cohabitations, however, the majority are stepfamilies – 65% of second cohabitations and 76% of 

third cohabitations.  Higher-order stepfamily cohabitations are also more complex than first 
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cohabitations.  For first cohabitations, the modal category of stepfamily is one in which a 

childless woman is partnering with someone who has children from a prior union.  For second 

and higher stepfamily cohabitations, however, the modal type of stepfamily is one in which both 

partners have children from prior unions.   

– Figure 1 here – 

  Table 1 details the socioeconomic, demographic, and family characteristics of cohabiting 

unions by the stepfamily status.  The general story here is that stepfamily cohabitations are 

comprised of less advantaged individuals.  For instance, individuals in stepfamily cohabiting 

unions are disproportionately minority, with a lower proportion having grown up in an intact 

family or with a college-educated mother and a lower proportion with at least a high school 

degree.  Although women in stepfamily cohabitations tend to be older than those who non-

stepfamily cohabitations, the age difference is likely driven by time spent in prior unions. 

Roughly three-fourths of women in stepfamily cohabitations report that either they and/or their 

partner had been married previously, but this is true for only slightly more than a tenth of non-

stepfamily cohabitations.  Similarly, the majority (just over 80%) of non-stepfamily 

cohabitations are first cohabitations for the respondent whereas only half of stepfamily 

cohabitations are the respondent’s first cohabitation.  Fewer stepfamily cohabitations begin with 

definite plans to marry or an engagement than among non-stepfamily cohabitations.  Stepfamily 

cohabitations last, on average, about 4.5 months longer than non-stepfamily cohabitations.  

Finally, there do indeed seem to be differences in the outcomes of stepfamily cohabitations 

compared to those that do not involve children from a prior relationship.  Fewer cohabiting 

stepfamilies have transitioned to marriage, by 8.4 percentage points, at the last month of 

observation.  Slightly more stepfamily cohabitations than non-stepfamily cohabitations are intact 

15 
 



at the last month of observation.  Dissolution is higher among stepfamily cohabitations than in 

simple cohabitations. 

– Table 2 here – 

  Figures 2 and 3 show the hazards of marriage and dissolution by stepfamily 

configuration within 4 years of the start of cohabitation, derived from multiple decrement life 

tables.  The hazard of marriage is noticeably greater for those in non-stepfamily cohabitations 

relative to any configuration of stepfamily cohabitations (Figure 2), consistent with Hypothesis 

1; within 4 years, more than half of the non-stepfamily unions had transitioned to marriage.  

However, the hazard graphs are also consistent with Hypothesis 2 that suggests stepfamily 

stability varies by configuration.  Stepfamily cohabitations in which both partners had children 

from a prior union show the lowest hazards of marriage, with roughly a third having married 

after 4 years. Stepfamily cohabitation in which only the partner had a child from a prior 

relationship transition to marriage more often than those in which the woman had prior children 

but her partner did not, although the proportion married is similar for the first two years of 

cohabitation. Dissolution hazards exhibit much less variation for marriage across stepfamily 

type, as seen in Figure 3, which is less consistent with Hypotheses 1 and 2. Stepfamily 

cohabitations in which both partners had children have the lowest hazard of dissolution (contrary 

to Hypothesis 2) whereas cohabitations in which a woman is partnered with someone who has 

children from a prior relationship has the highest hazards, but the overall differences across types 

are fairly small. 

– Figure 2 here – 

– Figure 3 here – 
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Multivariate Results 

Descriptive statistics and hazard graphs suggest that stepfamily cohabitations exhibit different 

patterns of marriage and dissolution than non-stepfamily cohabitations, consistent with 

Hypotheses 1 and 2, but the descriptive statistics also demonstrate that stepfamily cohabitations 

differ from their counterparts on a range of characteristics likely associated with outcomes, and 

the role of shared childbearing has yet to be fully considered.  As such, I turn to multivariate 

event history models to better examine marriage and dissolution across cohabitations.   

Table 2 shows the relative risk ratios (RRRs) from a multinomial logistic regression 

model to test the overall premise that stepfamily cohabitations differ from simple cohabitations, 

as indicated by a dichotomous measure, in marriage and dissolution risks (Model 1), controlling 

for socioeconomic and union characteristics linked to cohabitation outcomes in prior work.  In 

this model, we can see that stepfamily cohabitation are significantly less likely, by about 20%, to 

transition to marriage relative to staying cohabiting compared to simple cohabitations. However, 

there is no difference in the risk of dissolution, and thus Hypothesis 1 is only partially supported.   

– Table 2 here – 

The other covariates largely function consistently with prior work.  Minority women’s 

cohabitations are generally less likely to transition to marriage than those among white women, 

though women in the “other” category are slightly more likely to transition to marriage than 

remain intact as a cohabitation.  Age is positively associated with the risk of marriage, as is 

having at least a high school degree.  Not surprisingly, cohabitors who were engaged or had 

definite plans to marry at the start of cohabitation are 2.4 times as likely to marry as remain 

cohabiting relative to those who were not engaged. The risk of marriage is higher for unions 

formed in earlier time periods relative to those formed in the late 1990s whereas unions formed 
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later are less likely to transition to marriage.  Cohabitations of any duration other than 13-24 

months are less likely to transition to marriage than remain cohabiting. Looking at dissolution, 

blacks are more likely to experience dissolution than remain cohabiting compared to whites by 

about 15%, whereas Hispanics are less likely to experience dissolution (RRR = 0.85 for native-

born Hispanics and RRR = 0.43 for foreign-born Hispanics).  Increasing age reduces the risk of 

dissolution relative to remaining cohabiting.  The respondent’s family background characteristics 

matter; growing up in a non-intact family raises the risk of dissolution relative to staying in an 

intact cohabitation, as does (counterintuitively) having a mother with more than a high school 

education compared to having a less educated mother. Engagement at the start of cohabitation 

reduces the risk of breaking up rather than remaining cohabiting by about 25%, and unions 

started in 2005 or later have a higher risk of dissolution relative to those started in the late 1990s.  

Cohabitations of 6 months or less duration are less likely (RRR = 0.83) to dissolve than stay 

intact compared to those of 1-2 years but those of 2-4 years are more likely to dissolve.  

 In Table 3, we see the results from Model 2 (testing Hypothesis 2) in which the more 

nuanced measure of stepfamily configuration is included. The RRRs shown here are from 

variations of Model 2 in which the omitted category of stepfamily configuration changes to test 

Hypothesis 2’s supposition that there is a gradient across stepfamily configuration in the 

likelihood of marrying and dissolution.  This is a full multivariate model containing the same 

covariates as in Table 2, but the covariate RRRs are not displayed; they are virtually unchanged 

from Model 1 and are available upon request.   

– Table 3 here – 

These results suggest that not all stepfamily configurations are equally associated with 

the risk of marriage relative to remaining cohabiting, consistent with the overall claim of 
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Hypothesis 2.  In the columns labeled Contrast 1, in which the reference category is a non-

stepfamily cohabitation, stepfamily cohabitations in which the respondent’s partner has children 

from a prior relationship – regardless of whether the respondent herself also has children – are 

significantly less likely to marry than remain cohabiting. Childless women partnered with a 

father are 17% less likely to marry, and mothers partnered with fathers are 38% less likely to 

marry than remain cohabiting.  Relative to a non-stepfamily cohabitation, there are no 

differences in the risk of dissolution relative to remaining cohabiting in a stepfamily cohabitation 

regardless of configuration.  Moving to Contrast 2, in which the reference category is only the 

respondent has children from a prior union, there are no differences in either marriage or 

dissolution risks for a simple cohabitation nor for those in a cohabitation in which only the male 

partner has children.  However, stepfamily cohabitations in which both partners have children 

already are about a quarter less likely (RRR = 0.72) to marry than remain cohabiting compared 

to stepfamily cohabitations in which only the female respondent has children.  Finally, in 

Contrast 3, in which only the women’s partner has children is the omitted group, the results 

largely mirror those for the previous model. Relative to stepfamily cohabitations in which only 

the male partner already has children, only stepfamily cohabitations in which both partners have 

children are significantly less likely to marry than remain cohabiting, again by a quarter (RRR = 

0.75). In sum, Hypothesis 2 is only somewhat supported:  the most complicated stepfamilies – 

those in which both partners have children – are significantly less likely to marry than remain 

cohabiting relative to all other types of cohabitations.   

Table 4 displays the results from Model 3 incorporating shared childbearing, interacting 

it with stepfamily configuration to explore whether shared childbearing affects the stability of 

cohabiting unions and whether it varies by stepfamily configuration (Hypothesis 3).  As with 
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Model 2 in Table 3, this table shows the results from a series of models switching the omitted 

category, and the RRRs for the full set of covariates are not displayed (but are virtually 

unchanged from Model 1, available upon request). Four sets of contrasts are shown to test 

whether stepfamily configuration is differently associated stability based on the presence of 

shared childbearing.  It is worth noting, however, in a preliminary model in which shared 

childbearing was entered as a simple dichotomous variable separate from stepfamily 

configuration (not shown), this proved a significant predictor of stability.  Relative to 

cohabitations in which there was no shared childbearing, those with any shared children were 

15% less likely to either marry or dissolve rather than remain cohabiting; further, the main 

effects of stepfamily configuration did not change with the inclusion of this variable.   

– Table 4 here – 

However, the results in Table 4 suggest there is more nuance to the role of shared 

childbearing for the outcome of the cohabiting union.  Compared to non-stepfamily cohabiting 

couples with no shared children (Contrast 1), almost all other union types are less likely to marry 

than remain cohabiting. This difference, however, is not significant when the respondent has 

both a child from a prior union and a shared child with her cohabiting partner nor is it significant 

when only the partner has a child and there is no shared child.  Further, only non-stepfamily 

cohabitations with a shared child have a lower risk of dissolution relative to remaining intact 

compared to childless non-stepfamily cohabitations.  Moving across the contrasts, the reader 

should focus primarily on the difference within a particular stepfamily configuration between 

those with and without children.  In Contrasts 2 (respondent only has prior children) and 3 

(partner only has prior children), whether or not there are shared children is not associated with 

the outcome of union.  In Contrast 4, though, which uses both partners having children but no 
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shared children as the omitted group, we see that having a shared child among this group reduces 

the risk of dissolution relative to remaining intact by about 25% (RRR = 0.76). In sum, the 

results here only partially support Hypothesis 3 – childbearing during cohabitation is essentially 

only related to marital and dissolution risks among non-stepfamily cohabitations, though the 

most complicated stepfamilies (both partners already have children) do exhibit a lower risk of 

dissolution when they also have a shared child than when they do not have a shared child.  

Discussion 

Cohabitation has now become the modal pathway into marriage (Guzzo, 2014), and nearly all 

stepfamilies begin with cohabitation (Guzzo, 2015).  These changes, along with rising levels of 

childbearing within cohabiting unions (Manning, Brown, and Stykes, 2015), mean that many 

cohabiting unions include stepchildren, shared children, or both.  The presence of children in 

cohabiting unions may translate into more complicated relationships and more ambiguous 

boundaries (Stewart, 2005), which affect the function and stability of these unions (McCubbin 

and Patterson, 1983).  Research on cohabiting unions, however, has not yet fully examined how 

cohabiting unions with different types of children (i.e., stepchildren vs. shared, ‘his’ children vs. 

‘her’ children, etc.) affects stability, nor has research on stepfamilies fully considered cohabiting 

stepfamilies.  The current research fills these gaps by examining the stability of cohabiting 

unions, comparing simple cohabitations in which neither partner has children to those in which 

stepchildren are present.   It goes beyond this basic analysis, though, to examine whether it 

mattered (in terms of marriage and dissolution risks) which partner has children and whether 

shared children played a similar role across simple and stepfamily cohabitations and different 

configurations.   
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 Specifically, the current project tested three hypotheses. The most general of these is 

Hypothesis 1, which posited that any stepchildren reduced the likelihood of marriage and 

increased the likelihood of dissolution.  This was partially supported – any stepchildren reduce 

the likelihood of marriage relative to remaining cohabiting compared to those without 

stepchildren. Dissolution, however, did not vary by whether the cohabitation was a simple vs. 

stepfamily, as reflected by the minimal variation across stepfamily status/configuration shown in 

Figure 3.  Hypothesis 2 suggested there would be a gradient across stepfamily configurations:  

the most complicated stepfamilies would be the most negatively associated with marriage and 

the most positively associated with dissolution, followed by those in which only the female 

partner had children, and then followed by those in which the male partner had children.  This, 

too, was only partially supported.  Relative to non-stepfamily cohabitations, stepfamily 

cohabitations in which the male partner has children were less likely to marry than remain 

cohabiting; this is true regardless of whether the female respondent has children, but the 

likelihood is lower when she is a parent as well.  Moving to other contrasts, though, showed that 

marriage and dissolution risks were not significantly different when only one partner had 

children, but the most complex stepfamilies continued to exhibit significantly lower chances of 

marriage.  Returning to family systems and family stress theories, then, it seems that the 

boundary ambiguity present in cohabiting stepfamilies in which both partners have children – 

and thus likely have variation not just in relationships within the household but outside the 

household as well, with members perhaps literally moving in out and of the physical family 

system – presents a particular challenge for these families in terms of transitioning to marriage.  

The lack of differences in dissolution risks, however, shows that these families are not 

disadvantaged in terms of stability and thus perhaps are not actually highly dysfunctional or even 
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doing poorly.  The latter point is especially important if we consider the possibility that not all 

cohabiting families – particularly those in which both members have past family experiences 

already – necessarily want to marry.  

 Hypothesis 3 dealt with shared childbearing, positing that shared childbearing increases 

the chances a cohabitation remains intact rather than either dissolving or transitioning to 

marriage.  The rise of childbearing in cohabiting unions is suggestive of the institutionalization 

of cohabitation, and so couples who do not experience union changes between conception and 

birth may be those most accepting of cohabitation as a site for childbearing and rearing.  Prior 

literature provided little guidance – or, more accurately, provided potential evidence in opposite 

directions – as to whether this differed across stepfamily status and configuration, so the analyses 

tested for such differences.  The findings suggest that a shared child affects the chances of 

marrying or breaking up but largely only for simple cohabitations.  For cohabiting couples in 

which neither partner already had child, a shared child born during the union reduces the risk of 

both marriage and dissolution relative to those with no shared child. This supports the notion that 

cohabitation has become more institutionalized (Brown, Manning, and Payne, forthcoming; 

Liefbroer and Dourleijn, 2006), yet this seems to be the case only for non-stepfamily 

cohabitations.  In nearly all stepfamily cohabitations, there are no differences between those with 

and without a shared child, with the exception of those in which both partners already had 

children. In this situation, a shared child increases the risk of dissolution relative to those with no 

shared child.  The lack of an association between a new child and outcomes suggests that for 

most cohabiting stepfamilies, a shared child is not indicative of a more highly committed 

relationship nor does it seem to improve family cohesiveness by creating at least one set of clear 
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relationships.  On a more positive note, though, a shared child does not seem to cause additional 

problems, either, or at least not problems severe enough to lead to dissolution or inhibit marriage.  

Limitations 

 As with all research, the current study has limitations.  For instance, it may have missed 

or mis-identified some pre-union births as with a different partner (or with this partner) as it 

relied on dates rather than direct partner identification for birth (which is not available in the 

NSFG for female respondents). A more pressing limitation is the lack of information on the 

partner’s children (number, age, coresidence, involvement), and though the arguments are often 

based on where stepchildren live, I was unable to directly assess this because the data do not 

contain retrospective living arrangements of the respondent’s children nor of past partner’s 

children.  Finally, the data have an upper age limit of 44; union dissolution and repartnering 

increases with age, so many cohabiting stepfamilies are not included in this sample (though it is 

unlikely that those over 44 would have much additional shared childbearing).  And although this 

is not exactly a limitation, the findings cannot speak to how cohabiting stepfamilies compare to 

directly married stepfamilies in terms of stability.  

Conclusion 

As union formation and childbearing behaviors have changed, today’s unions are more complex. 

The majority of adults cohabit at some point (Manning and Stykes, 2015), and many cohabiting 

unions involve children with the current partner as well as from past relationships, especially 

among those who have cohabited more than once. These shifts in the complexity of cohabiting 

unions mean that cohabitation does not fill a single function or role in the relationship spectrum 

(Guzzo, 2006); for never-married childless adults, for instance, cohabitation may be part of the 

marriage process or simply a form of coresidential dating in which the cohabitation transitions to 
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marriage or ends quickly. For those with children from either the current or past relationship, 

cohabitation may be more of an enduring union and site for childrearing. Thus, the new 

complexities of today’s unions need better exploration. Additional research focusing on the role 

of involvement and coresidence with stepchildren as well as interactions across households (with 

biological and stepchildren as well as with former partners) would provide insight into the 

processes and functioning of both stepfamilies and cohabitations.  
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Figure 2. Women’s hazard of marriage by stepfamily type within 48 months of cohabitation start 

 
Figure 3. Women’s hazard of dissolution by stepfamily type within 48 months of cohabitation start 
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Table 1. Weighted Descriptive Statistics for Women's Cohabitations in the 2006-2013 NSFG 
  No stepchildren Stepchildren       

Race-ethnicity    ***   
White  71.4% 57.2%    
Black  6.9% 20.9%    

Native-born Hispanic  9.6% 9.5%    
Foreign-born Hispanic  6.4% 7.1%    

Other  5.7% 5.3%    
Mean age at start  21.9 yrs 25.6 yrs ***   

  (.122) (.126)    
High school degree at start  74.4% 61.4% ***   
Family structure at age 14    ***   

Both biological parents  60.7% 49.3%    
Stepfamily  12.7% 13.4%    

Other family  26.6% 37.4%    
Maternal education     ***   

<HS or missing  20.7% 31.8%    
HS degree  33.8% 35.8%    

Some college  26.2% 20.8%    
College or higher  19.3% 11.7%    

Prior & current union characteristics       
Respondent previously married  4.9% 31.6% ***   
Partner previously married  6.2% 40.8% ***   
Engaged at start  42.1% 36.7% ***   
Any shared children   25.4% 32.7% ***   
Cohabitation order     ***   

First cohabitation  81.9% 51.0%    
Second cohabitation  14.4% 35.0%    

Third or higher cohabitation  3.6% 14.0%    
Period & duration       
Time period cohabitation started    ***   

1984 or earlier  1.7% 1.3%    
1985-1989  7.0% 5.2%    
1990-1994  15.8% 11.8%    
1995-1999  19.7% 19.1%    
2000-2004  25.1% 25.4%    
2005-2009  22.5% 27.3%    

2010 or later  8.3% 10.0%    
Mean duration at transition/interview  30.1 mos 34.6 mos ***   

  (.723) (.814)    
Cohabitation outcome       

Intact  15.4% 17.9% ***   
Married  47.9% 41.5%    

Dissolved  36.7% 40.6%    
Cohabitations   7,043 6,374       
*p≤.05 **p≤.01 ***p≤.001       
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Table 2. Relative Risk Ratios from Multinomial Logistic Regression Event History Models Predicting 
Women's Cohabitation Outcomes (Model 1) 

  
Married vs. 

intact     
Dissolved vs. 

intact       
Stepfamily status (ref=no stepchildren)       

  

Any stepchildren 0.80 ***  1.07   
Socioeconomic & demographic characteristics      
Race-ethnicity (ref=white)       

Black 0.56 ***  1.15 *  
Native-born Hispanic 0.66 ***  0.85 *  

Foreign-born Hispanic 0.59 ***  0.43 ***  
Other 1.02 *  0.93   

Age (time-varying) 1.44 ***  0.97 ***  
HS grad (time-varying) 1.43 ***  0.98    
Family structure at age 14 (ref=Two bio parents)       

 

Stepfamily 0.92   1.20 *  
Other family 0.96   1.09   

Maternal education (ref=HS)       
<HS or missing 0.98   0.93   

Some college 1.03   1.15 *  
College or higher 0.94   1.13 *  

Prior & current union characteristics       
Respondent previously married 1.24 ***  0.94   
Partner previously married 1.09   0.89   
Engaged at start 2.36 ***  0.76 ***  
Cohabitation order (ref=first cohabitation)       

Second cohabitation 0.93   1.00   
Third or higher cohabitation 1.07   1.18   

Period & duration       
Time period (ref=1995-1999)       

1984 or earlier 1.33 *  0.84   
1985-1989 1.18   0.84 *  
1990-1994 1.18 *  0.96   
2000-2004 0.88   1.08   
2005-2009 0.81 *  1.58 ***  

2010 or later 0.81   2.17 ***  
Duration (ref=13-24 months, time-varying)       

≤ 6 months 0.79 ***  0.83 **  
7-12 months 0.93   1.06   

25-48 months 0.86 *  1.17 *  
≥ 49 months 0.54 ***  1.02   

Constant 0.01 ***  0.02 ***  
       
Person-months 434,653  
Cohabitations 13,417  
Women 9,367   
 *p≤.05 **p≤.01 ***p≤.001         
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Table 3. Relative Risk Ratios from Multinomial Logistic Regression Event History Models Predicting Women's 
Cohabitation Outcomes by Stepfamily Configuration (Model 2) 
 Contrast 1  Contrast 2  Contrast 3  
 Married 

vs. 
intact 

 Dissolve
d vs. 
intact 

 Married 
vs. 

intact 

 Dissolve
d vs. 
intact 

 Married 
vs. 

intact 

 Dissolve
d vs. 
intact 

 

Configuration 
No stepchildren 

Only respondent has 
children 

Only partner has children 
Both have children 

 
-- 

0.87 
0.83 
0.62 

 
 
 
* 
*** 

 
-- 

1.06 
1.10 
1.01 

  
1.15 

-- 
0.96 
0.72 

 
 
 
 
*** 

 
0.94 

-- 
1.03 
0.95 

  
1.20 
1.04 

-- 
0.75 

 
 
 
 
*** 

 
0.91 
0.97 

-- 
0.92 

 

*p≤.05 **p≤.01 ***p≤.001 
Note: All models include controls for race-ethnicity, age, high school graduate status, family structure at age 14, maternal 
education, respondent and partner prior marital status, engagement, cohabitation order, time period, and duration. 
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Table 4. Relative Risk Ratios from Multinomial Logistic Regression Event History Models Predicting Women's Cohabitation Outcomes by Stepfamily 
Configuration and Shared Childbearing (Model 3) 
 Contrast 1  Contrast 2  Contrast 3  Contrast 4  
 Married 

vs. intact 
 Dissolved 

vs. intact 
 Married 

vs. intact 
 Dissolved 

vs. intact 
 Married 

vs. intact 
 Dissolved 

vs. intact 
 Married 

vs. intact 
 Dissolved 

vs. intact 
 

Configuration 
No step or shared children 

No step but shared children 
Respondent only, no shared children 

Respondent only, but shared children 
Partner only, no shared children 

Partner only, but shared children 
Both, no shared children 

Both, shared children  

 
-- 

0.79 
0.79 
0.85 
0.84 
0.67 
0.59 
0.57 

 
 
** 
** 
 
 
*** 
*** 
*** 

 
-- 

0.85 
1.05 
0.95 
1.11 
0.94 
1.05 
0.82 

 
 
* 
 

 
1.26 
0.99 

-- 
1.07 
1.07 
0.84 
0.74 
0.73 

 
** 
 
 
 
 
 
** 
* 

 
0.95 
0.81 

-- 
0.91 
1.06 
0.90 
1.00 
0.78 

  
1.18 
0.93 
0.94 
1.00 

-- 
0.79 
0.70 
0.68 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
*** 
** 

 
0.90 
0.76 
0.94 
0.85 

-- 
0.84 
0.94 
0.73 

  
1.70 
1.33 
1.34 
1.44 
1.43 
1.13 

-- 
0.97 

 
*** 
* 
** 
** 
*** 
 

 
0.95 
0.81 
1.00 
0.90 
1.06 
0.89 

-- 
0.76 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* 

*p≤.05 **p≤.01 ***p≤.001     
Note: All models include controls for race-ethnicity, age, high school graduate status, family structure at age 14, maternal 
education, respondent and partner prior marital status, engagement, cohabitation order, time period, and duration. 
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