Cohabitation May or May Not Be Beneficial to Marriage
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Audience:   Cohabiting adults, dating couples, and divorced people in the United States.

Purpose:  To examine the conclusion reached by other published sources that cohabitation results in divorce.

Does living together really result in divorce after marriage? Well, that depends. Often, after a couple gets married, they tend to relax their efforts to keep the relationship going. In other words, the standard or the quality of the relationship drops. A sharp contrast between the relationship of before and after is very likely to be a contributing cause of divorce. For example, communication and satisfaction in a marriage of couples that previously cohabitated were comparatively lower than those of couples that never cohabitated (DeMaris and Leslie, 1984, 82-83).  This tendency to relax is riskier for couples that had lived together premartially because they have their cohabitation experience to compare their marriage to (Marbella). To ask the following question would be better. If a couple has a strong commitment to marriage, then is that couple more likely to succeed in marriage (Davis, Lipetz, and Lyness, 1972, 307, 308, 309)?  The answer is definitely yes, the couple is more likely to succeed in a marriage regardless of whether they have cohabitated or not.

In an age where divorce rates are generally high, married noncohabitants tended to have divorce rates almost 4/5 times lower than cohabitants (Bennett, et al., 1988, 132). But when marriages among cohabituators occur, the differences between married noncohabituants and married cohabituants in the divorce rate decrease as the duration of the marriages increase (Bennett, et al., 1988, 136).  So one must remember that the higher divorce rates among married cohabitants is due to differences in the nature of the persons involved, not due to the actual cohabituation experience (DeMaris and Leslie, 1984, 83).  This difference is the reason that the first question at the beginning of this paper is not the appropriate question concerning the consequences of premartial patterns of cohabitation versus traditional dating on marriage. The main difference between people who do not cohabituate and those who do is the belief in old-fashioned marriage by couples that have never cohabituated (Bennett, et al., 1988, 136-137).  The most obvious characteristic of noncohabituating couples is that they are more secular.  Noncohabituating couples are seen often in church, which happens to be where most elaborate wedding ceremonies occur (Clayton and Voss, 1977, 280; Tanfer, 1987, 486, 493). Noncohabituators value marriage much higher than cohabituators (Bennett, et al., 1988, 135; Tanfer, 1987, 493, 494). Nor are they as unconventional (Clayton and Voss, 1977, 280-281, 282-283; Tanfer, 1987, 488). However women noncohabitants have a lesser desire to marry than cohabiting women (Tanfer, 1987, 490, 494).  Additionally, less noncohabituating women expect to marry their lovers than women cohabitants (Hill, et al., 1981, 80, 82). 

The issue of cohabitation really has something to do with independence rather than with permanence (Clayton and Voss, 1977, 280; Hill, Peplau, Risman, and Rubin, 1981, 80, 82).  The longer two people live together, the higher the risk of divorce due to the comparative lack of independence in the marriage (Bennett, Blanc, and Bloom, 1988, 135).  In other words, the length of the period of premartial cohabitation is the determining factor for subsequent martial success. The turning point is at about three years because by that time the couple is used to living together in a relatively independent state and may miss their independence when they get married (Bennett, et al., 1988).  However, the average length of cohabitation is only a year and a half in the United States (Tanfer, 1987, 494).

Another thing that must be taken into consideration is the martial status of the cohabituating person.  There are a lot more divorced people among cohabitating couples than among noncohabitants (Blanc, 1987, 396; Clayton and Voss, 1977, 276-277, 283; Glick and Spanier, 1980, 22).  If a cohabituating partner is divorced, caution is the key element in the relationship. The partner is afraid of getting divorced again and a trial “marriage" or cohabitation is supposed to be a preventive. Whether this preventive works or not is unknown for the United States population (Marbella).  Nevertheless, cohabitation is a viable alternative for divorced persons because it provides some of the same benefits as marriage  (Blanc, 1987, 398).  Marriage is actually closer to cohabitation than dating in terms of intimacy (Hill, et al., 1981, 80, 81).

Today, cohabituating is viewed as advanced form of courtship, or even as an alternative lifestyle comparable to marriage (Blanc, 1987, 396; Clayton and Voss, 1977, 277, 283; Hill, et al., 1981, 78; Tanfer 1987, 490, 494). This trend of cohabituation is very likely to become more pronounced as changes concerning women in the labor force become more widespread in society (Blanc, 1987, 398-399). Cohabituating couples seem to be becoming widely accepted in society and better mainstreamed into the work force (Spanier, 1983, 281-282). Attitudes are becoming liberal, even in marriage.  The emerging pattern of two career marriages now reflects the concept of separate self rather than the unity of marriage (Marbella; Bennett, et al., 1988, 137).  As cohabituating is implicitly an overt expression of this attitude, cohabitation itself will become "traditional" as more people accept it.
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