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Background

Research Questions

Current Study

Data

! Currently, half of all nonmarital births are to cohabiting parents (Child 
Trends, 2007)

! Fifty nine percent of women who conceive a child within cohabitation 
remain in the cohabiting union after the birth (Manning, 2001)

! Parents and children typically fare worse in cohabiting unions than in 
any other family structure (Brown, 2005)

! The family processes underlying unmarried parents’ union formation 
and transition patterns have received less attention

! Relationship quality and expectations are associated with transitions 
out of cohabitation among cohabitors in general (Brown, 2000), 
although relationship features have not been examined among 
cohabiting parents specifically

! Is supportiveness associated with transitions out of cohabitation 
among new parents?

– H1: Supportiveness will be positively associated with marriage 
(stronger for fathers) and negatively associated with separation 
(stronger for mothers)

! Are father involvement and coparenting associated with transitions out 
of cohabitation among new parents?

– H2: Both with have a positive association with marriage and a 
negative association with separation; coparenting will be stronger

! The goal of this study is to extend prior research by focusing on the 
role of: 

- Supportiveness - Father involvement

- Coparenting - Relationship expectations

   on the union transitions of cohabiting parents within the first five years 
of their child’s life

! Relationship quality has not been a focus specifically among new 
cohabiting parents

! Father involvement and coparenting have not been examined 
previously in the union transitions of cohabiting parents

! Father involvement is conceptualized as a symbol of commitment to 
the mother and the family (Levy-Shiff, 1994)

! Among cohabitors, who ostensibly have lower levels of commitment 
than marrieds, father involvement and supportive coparenting may be 
important for their union transitions

! Fragile Families and Child Well-Being Study

- Mothers interviewed in hospitals within 48 hours of giving birth 
(1998 – 2000)

• Fathers interviewed in hospital if possible or as close to birth as 
possible 

- Parents re-interviewed at the child’s 

• 1st birthday (1999 – 2002)

• 3rd birthday (2001 – 2003)

• 5th birthday (2003 – 2006)
! Representative of births in cities with populations over 200,000 in 2000 

(when weighted)
! Oversample nonmarital birth by a factor of 5
! Most representative of cohabiting fathers than any other study
! Analytic sample – N = 1,702 cohabiting couples

– Data from cohabiting mothers and fathers at birth

– Interviewed at two or more waves

Event History Data
! Left-truncated sample – cohabitors were at risk to marry or separate 

before the birth 

– Utilize a maximum likelihood approach
! Focus is on transitions after birth, therefore, risk is assessed 

beginning at birth, while controlling for time in union before the birth
! Couple-month data file 

– n = 55,123 observations

Relationship 
Outcome
! Using event history 

analysis, there are 
three relationship 
outcomes a couple 
could reach which end 
the hazard time:
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Supportiveness by Union Outcome

Mother Reported
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How often is partner:
(1) Fair and willing to compromise
(2)Express love and affection for you
(3)  Insult or criticize you or your ideas

-reverse codedl
(4) Encourages you to do things that 

are important to you
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Father Involvement by Union 

Outcome
Mother Reported 

Father Reported 

How many days per week:
(1) Sing songs or nursery rhymes
(2) Read stories
(3) Tell stories
(4) Play with toys

-Averaged : 0 - 7 days per week
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Coparenting by Union Outcome
Mother Reported

How often: 
(1) Act like the father you want for your child
(2) Can you trust to take care of child
(3) Respect your schedule and rules
(4) Support you in raising child
(5) Talk about problems with parenting
(6) Count on him for help

-Never true (0) - Always true (3)
-Summed
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Transitioning vs Remaing Cohabiting
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Highlighted Results

Conclusions

Limitations

Future Directions

Supportiveness
! Supportiveness increases the likelihood of marriage and 

decreases the likelihood of separation (mothers only)
! Coparenting accounts for the positive association between 

mothers’ supportiveness and the odds of separation
! Time accounts for the positive association between mothers’ 

supportiveness and the odds of marriage
! Fathers’ supportiveness slightly increases the odds of 

marriage, net of all controls

Father Involvement and Coparenting
! Father involvement and coparenting serve as a buffer against 

the likelihood of separation
! Coparenting accounts for the negative association between 

mothers’ report of father involvement and separation
! Net of all controls, coparenting still matters for cohabiting 

parents’ transitions out of cohabitation

Plans to Marry
! Cohabiting parents who both report plans to marry are the 

most likely to marry
! When only mothers report plans or neither partner reports 

plans, couples are most likely to separate
! Coparenting increases the likelihood of marriage among all 

groups and eliminates the differences in the likelihood of 
separation

! Coparenting is a driving force behind cohabiting parents’ 
transitions out of cohabitation, particularly to marriage

! Time spent cohabiting before the birth is not associated with 
union transitions

! Transitions are more likely to occur in the first year after birth
! Characteristics of the father, mother, child, and dyad have 

little explanatory power with few significant associations with 
union transition

! A small number of cohabitors at birth were not followed over 
time (n = 81) or were not followed through T5 (still included, n 
= 91)

! Relationship quality is only measured by a single dimension 
(supportiveness)

! Coparenting is only measured from the mother

! Include a stronger focus by race/ethnicity
! Employ qualitative data to understand fathers’ perspectives 

on coparenting and couples’ perceptions of the roles of father 
involvement and coparenting in their overall relationship 
quality
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Independent Variables

  Focal Indepentent Variables

    Mother Reported Supportiveness 1.04 1.03

    Father Reported Supportiveness 1.08 * 1.01

    Mother Reported Father Involvement 0.97 0.96

    Father Reported Father Involvement 1.04 0.92 **

    Coparenting 1.08 ** 0.84 ***

    Both Report Plans to Marry 1.00 1.00

    Mother Only - Plans to Marry 0.87 1.11

    Father Only - Plans to Marry 0.52 ** 1.07

    Neither Plans to Marry 0.53 ** 1.17

  Time and Duration Variables

    Duration - Beginning of Cohabitation to Birth 1.00 1.00

    Year 1 1.00 0.49 ***

    Year 2 1.33 0.44 **

    Year 3 0.76 0.74 **

    Year 4 1.04 0.08 ***

    Year 5 or later 1.00 1.00

Father Characteristics

    Father Less than High School 1.02 0.87 ***

    Father High School 1.00 1.00

    Father Some College 1.10 1.01

    Father College 2.37 *** 1.33

    Father Age at Birth 1.00 0.97 ***

Mother Characteristics

    Mother Less than High School 0.80 1.25 *

    Mother High School 1.00 1.00

    Mother Some College 1.15 1.01

    Mother College 1.87 ** 1.16

Child Characteristics

    Gender of Child 1.05 1.01

    Child Low Birth Weight 0.94 1.10

    Child Health 1.05 1.18 *

Dyad Characteristics

  Race

    Both White 1.00 1.00

    Both Black 0.56 *** 1.15

    Both Hispanic 0.99 0.68 **

    Both Other Race 1.00 0.99

    Interracial Couple 1.00 1.08

  Multi-Partner Fertility

    Focal Child Only 1.00 1.00

    Other Biological Children Only 1.17 0.96

    Mother has Child by another Dad 1.06 1.05

    Father has Child by Another Mom 0.89 1.35 **

    Both Have Children from Other Parents 1.05 1.40 **

  Labor Force Participation

    Both Full-Time 1.00 1.00

    Father Only Full-Time 1.21 0.79 **

    Mother Only Full-Time 0.83 0.74 *

    Neither Full-Time 1.32 0.58 **

  Time Difference between M & F Interview 1.00 ** 1.00

*p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001

Event History Analysis of the Relative Risk of Transitioning to Marriage or 
Separation vs Remaining Cohabiting (N = 1702; Person-Months = 55,123)
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