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Attitudes Toward Cohabitation

Americans have become more accepting of nontraditional family structures.

Headline/Trends 
The percentage of high school seniors who believe 
that cohabitation (living together) prior to marriage 
is a good idea has increased fairly steadily between 
1975 and 2001 (from approximately 35 percent to 
approximately 60 percent). This increase reflects a 
national trend in which Americans have become more 
accepting of nontraditional household and family 
structures.

Male adolescents are still more likely than female 
adolescents to hold favorable attitudes toward 
cohabitation prior to marriage, a trend that has held 
true since at least the mid-1970s. In 1975, 42 percent 
of male high school seniors agreed that cohabitation 
was a good idea, versus approximately 28 percent of 
their female counterparts. In 2001, nearly 64 percent 
of males agreed, versus only 57 percent of females. 
While black adolescents have been more likely 
than white adolescents to hold a favorable view of 
cohabitation, trends for black adolescents have seen 
more dramatic fluctuations over time, compared with 
other subgroups.1

Importance 
American attitudes toward marriage have undergone 

changes in recent years, with shifts toward an 
increased acceptance of nontraditional family 
forms.2 Data show that Americans are developing 
increasingly favorable attitudes toward nontraditional 
family structures, such as cohabitation.3 While most 
American adolescents express positive attitudes 
toward marriage and a desire to become married 
themselves, more and more are accepting of 
nontraditional marital activities such as cohabitation 
and premarital sex.4 Rates of cohabitation are on the 
rise among American couples.5 These nontraditional 
attitudes and increasing rates of cohabitation have 
several consequences for well-being. Cohabiting 
couples face challenges that are unique from married 
couples, due in part to the fact that their relationships 
may be considered “incompletely institutionalized.”6 
Research has shown that couples who cohabit prior 
to marriage have less stable marriages and are more 
likely to divorce than couples who did not cohabit 
prior to marriage.7

It is also important to study marital attitudes from a 
public policy perspective. The success or failure of 
public policy can be affected by the attitudes of those 

American attitudes toward marriage 
have undergone changes in recent 
years, with shifts toward an increased 
acceptance of nontraditional family 
forms.2
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it targets. If policies are designed with the intention of 
changing adolescent behavior and do not have the 
support of adolescents, then policy change is less 
likely to create behavior change. Conversely, policies 
with considerable support have a greater chance of 
succeeding at changing behavior.8

Differences by Subgroup 
While the overall attitudes of high school seniors 
toward premarital cohabitation have become more 
positive since 1975, differences between subgroups 
have remained relatively stable. Over time, males 
have been consistently more likely than females to 
believe that cohabitation is a positive choice. Similarly, 
as a whole, black adolescents have been more likely 
to agree that cohabitation is a good idea, compared 
with white teens. Black adolescents, however, have 
shown a less steady pattern in their attitudes toward 
cohabitation. Rather than the nearly steady increase 
in positive attitudes seen in other groups and the 
population as a whole, black adolescents’ views on 
cohabitation since 1976 have had a tendency to 
fluctuate more dramatically from year to year. 
 
The percentage of high school seniors who believe 
that “it is usually a good idea for a couple to live 
together before getting married in order to find out 
whether they really get along” has increased steadily 
between 1975 and 2001. Source: Monitoring the 

Future: Questionnaire responses from high school 
seniors (1975-2001).

Definition 
High school seniors’ attitudes toward cohabitation 
were measured by asking them to indicate their level 
of agreement or disagreement with the following 
statement: “It is usually a good idea for a couple to 
live together before getting married in order to find 
out whether they really get along.” The five possible 
response categories are: Disagree, Mostly disagree, 
Neither, Mostly agree, and Agree. Data reported here 
were derived by combining the last two response 
categories (Mostly agree and Agree) to capture the 
percentage of high school seniors over time who hold 
favorable attitudes toward cohabitation.10

Data Source 
Monitoring the Future High School Seniors 
Questionnaires, 1976-2001.11 Monitoring the Future 
has surveyed samples of high school seniors 
annually since 1975. Each year, approximately 
16,000 12th-grade students from 133 schools are 
selected to take part in the study. Samples are 
designed to be representative of 12th-grade public 
and private school students in the contiguous United 
States.12

Table 1. Percentage of high school seniors who 
believe that it is usually a good idea for a couple to 

live together before getting married, 1975-2001. 
 

Male Female White Black Total
1975 41.5 28 - - 34.5
1979 43.4 29.4 34.7 44.8 36.8
1983 48.9 36.6 39.8 55.9 42.9
1987 58.1 46.9 51.9 57.6 52.7
1991 58.7 48.8 52.9 59.9 53.9
1995 62 54.6 57.5 71 58.5
1999 64.1 59.8 60 69.4 61.9
2001 63.9 56.6 59.2 63.6 59.7
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Source: Monitoring the Future: Questionnaire 
responses from high school seniors (1975-2001). 13
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