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SO 326: POPULATION AND SOCIAL CHANGE (Richard Lampard)

Handout for the Week 6 Lecture on the ‘If’ and ‘When’ of Contemporary Marriage
0. The “Second Demographic Transition” (SDT)
Various authors (e.g. Smock, 2000) see a growth in cohabitation as a reflection of a wider set of long-term demographic changes. This set of changes is often labelled the “Second Demographic Transition” (e.g. by Goldscheider, 2000); the term was introduced in 1986 by Lesthaeghe and van de Kaa, and it covers later marriage, a tendency towards single living, longer residence in parental households, increased cohabitation, lower fertility (the ‘baby bust’) but a greater proportion of births within cohabiting/non-marital unions, higher rates of marital dissolution, and a shift from remarriage after divorce to cohabitation (see Lesthaeghe, 1998). Goldscheider also notes that parenthood has become less central and stable in many men’s lives. Possible explanations for this set of changes include: increased female economic autonomy/employment, an ideational shift towards greater individual autonomy, and the economic deprivation of generations relative to the generations that preceded them. (See the early part of Lesthaeghe, 2010, for an overview of the SDT).
1. Thinking about marital histories:

Being single, cohabiting and being married (for the first time)


States, transitions and durations

What are the similarities and differences between the three states?


Do these similarities/differences change over time?


(Legal status; see Law Society, 2002)


Non-cohabiting couple relationships!


(‘Living-Apart-Together’ (LAT) relationships: see Levin, 2004; Haskey, 2005; Ermisch and Siedler 2008; Duncan and Phillips, 2010 & 2011).


(Also Roseneil (2006): ‘De-centring’ of sexual/love-based partnerships)
Problems of defining ‘being single’ and of defining ‘cohabiting’


(Problems of accuracy of current and retrospective data; also dependence of 

research findings on specific question(s) asked; see Murphy, 2000)


Need for cohabitation history questions in surveys (Haskey, 1999)

2. Trends in marriage and cohabitation in 20th Century Britain:


See Beaujouan and Ní Bhrolcháin (2011).
Handout: 
Trends in proportions marrying by age 30/age 40/age 50





Delaying, avoiding (rejecting?), or cohabiting instead?





(Kiernan, 1999, suggests that Britain is unusual relative to 

other European countries in that cohabitation + marriage

is declining, rather than the former simply replacing some 

of the latter; Goldstein and Kenney, 2001, suggest that the pattern in the US is primarily for marriage to be delayed rather than foregone).




Trends in pre-marital cohabitation (now an empirical norm).




Also Haskey (1999): Trend towards greater numbers of people 

experiencing previously rare types of cohabitation/marital history (wherein cohabitation isn’t simply the ‘conventional’ pre-marital ‘stage’). 




Problem of marriages abroad for assessing trends (ONS, 2008).


Staying single: see Kiernan (1988: demographic characteristics);

Gordon/Chandler (threat to/problematised by familism).

(Heterogeneity: e.g. with respect to ‘choice’ and to parenthood).

(Kiernan and Berrington and Diamond, 2000, respectively note the impact of 

disability and of ‘emotional’ problems on the likelihood of marriage).

(Issues in the lives of contemporary single women, such as agency, choice and identity have been examined by authors such as Macvarish, 2006, Reynolds et al., 2007, and Reynolds, 2008).


Cohabitation: Is this a prelude to, or an alternative to, or the same as marriage? 

(Perhaps all three – or something different: Heterogeneity! – see Coast 2006; 

see also Perelli and Gassen 2012).
3a. Reasons for marrying and/or cohabiting:


Economic reasons or culturally normative?


Choices and/or constraints?


Reasons for marrying (or avoiding marrying!):

Mansfield and Collard: Inevitability (adult role/identity; settling down after a 

stage of freedom/lack of responsibility) and instrumentality (‘place of one’s own’; freedom from parents).



Phoenix (Women): Pressures outweigh disadvantages? Normative 

expectations; inertia of partnership; economic benefits; better than

having a lousy job; pregnancy.

Lees (Women): Married life negative: can be delayed, but not avoided? 

Staying single problematic, put marriage off to have a good time or

establish a career, can reject marriage unless want/have children.



Gittins: Past and present economic dependence of women (gendered labour 

market); status passage.

Eekelaar and Maclean: Various, heterogeneous reasons why couples marry/don’t marry, but focus on a theme of ‘personal obligation’

(which resonates with the more commonly-used term ‘commitment’.)


Positive single identities (e.g. Budgeon 2008) vs. pressure to conform (e.g. Sharp and 

Ganong 2011 [US]: “I'm a Loser, I'm Not Married, Let's Just All Look at Me": Ever-Single Women's Perceptions of Their Social Environment') 

Reasons for cohabiting rather than marrying directly: Berrington and Diamond (2000)



(NCDS data): More likely to cohabit if not religious, if live in South-East of 

Britain, and if parents separated. 


Reasons for cohabiting/continuing to cohabit: McRae.

Fear of divorce; no advantages to marriage; cost of wedding; ideological opposition to marriage.

US research: failure to reach a threshold with respect to economic resources


(Smock et al., 2005; Gibson-Davis et al., 2005). 


Reasons for marrying after cohabiting: Haskey (1999)



Security/strengthen relationship



Children



The ‘trial marriage’ worked!



(The above cover most cases and the first two are of equal importance)



Reasons for marrying after cohabiting may be tied to the risk of future 

dissolution?


Potentially relevant material in Week 10 on intimacy in contemporary advanced 

industrial societies:

Giddens; Beck: Relationship of couple relationships to biographical 

development of self. (Also Bauman).

Relevance of secularization and shifts in importance of familism/individualism?

3b. Timing:


Children?!


Mansfield and Collard: Stimulated by various factors over and above simply having a 

relationship: financial status; pregnancy; awareness of the passage of time; 

events causing self-reassessment; ‘escape’; early marriage because of strong orientation towards marriage (‘marriage seekers’).

Kiernan and Eldridge: Focus on education, occupation and mother’s age (Berrington 

and Diamond, 2000, and Berrington, 2003, also highlight the importance of education, in particular further/higher education).

Oppenheimer: Suggests work roles of men and women impact on assortative marriage 
(partner selection process) rather than on women’s economic dependence.

4a. Cohabitation: Patterns (see Population Trends articles by Haskey, etc.)



Mid 1980s: 
1 in 5 unmarried people in 20s/30s cohabiting





1 in 6 of unmarried people in 40s


Duration: Pre-marital cohabitation often short-term, e.g. 1-2 years.



Murphy (2000) suggests durations are increasing somewhat.

Long-term cohabitees heterogeneous:

McRae: cohabiting mothers range from economically disadvantaged

ones within unemployed couples to the highly educated and affluent.


Marital status-related/social stratification-related/regional & international differences:



Cohabitation common post-divorce (1980s: 1 in 3 divorced/separated people) 

Varies little between social strata, though rates appear higher for professional 

and graduate women

Varies markedly regionally/internationally:

Mid-1980s: 
Declines as move away from South-East Britain 

(London & South East)




Higher in Scandinavia than elsewhere in Europe


Kiernan (1999): Higher rates in Western/Northern Europe






Lower rates in Southern Europe 



Kiernan (1999) shows relevance of education, religion and parental divorce 

within various European countries.
Kalmijn (2007) examines cross-national differences in marriage/cohabitation 

across Europe, identifying gender roles, secularization, unemployment, educational expansion, historical continuity and societal disintegration as important for understanding differences.
Haskey (2001) notes that the composition of the cohabiting population is changing, with the proportion of never-married cohabitees rising and the proportion of ever-married cohabitees falling. 

4b. Cohabitation and the dissolution of couple relationships:

(‘Live’ topic: e.g. Kulu and Boyle 2010; Reinhold 2010; Manning and Cohen 2012)

Pre-marital cohabitees have higher dissolution rates after they marry.



So much for trial marriages; higher rates suggestive of differences between 
those who cohabited and those who
didn’t, e.g. in commitment towards 
marriage-type relationships? (but see Jamieson et al. 2002; Barlow et al. 2005; Poortman and Mills 2012 in relation to commitment compared between marriage and cohabitation)

Cohabitation breakdown: Recent issue - Ermisch and Francesconi (1996; 2000) using 

BHPS, Smart and Stevens (2000). Haskey (1999), Kiernan (1999) and Wilson 

and Stuchbury (2010) note instability of cohabiting relationships

Haskey (1999) and Kiernan (1999) note that controlling for past cohabitations 

removes the effect of pre-marital cohabitation on the risk of marital

dissolution. In other words, it seems that couples who cohabit pre-maritally 

only have a greater risk of marital dissolution if it isn’t their first co-resident couple relationship. (See also Teachman, 2003, for similar US findings). 

Limited evidence exists (e.g. from British Social Attitudes surveys in 1980s) showing

cohabitees to be less positive about legal marriage, more egalitarian (with respect to gender), and more orientated towards relationships where sex and shared tastes are important. (This, however, no doubt partly reflects age differences between cohabiting couples and married couples).

In her paper on the relationship between childbearing and whether cohabitation ends in separation or in marriage, which uses data from NCDS (the National Child Development study of people born in 1958), Berrington (2001) finds class/education-related differentials in female cohabitees’ rates of conception and subsequent marriage which she suggests indicate heterogeneity in the role of cohabitation for couples with different class positions/educational characteristics.

As noted by Smock (2000), the focus of researchers upon cohabitation is frequently tied to the issues of childbearing and the impact of cohabitation upon children, especially where the specific focus is the dissolution of cohabiting relationships. (See for example the critique of cohabitation by Morgan, 2000).

Smart and Stevens (2000), in addition to noting the heterogeneity of cohabiting couples (in terms of the meaning/nature of their relationships), also conclude that, after separation, the problems and difficulties of ex-cohabitees in relation to parenting are similar to those in a post-divorce scenario, with any differences tending to relate to the extent to which a notion of joint parenting had been established/embarked upon by a cohabiting couple.

4c. Cohabitation: ‘Meaning’:

Manting: Shift over time: ‘Protest’ ( Gradual entry into union

Rindfuss and Vandenheuvel: View as variation on non-co-residential


couple relationships more than as a variation on marriage.



     The changing meaning of cohabitation: a chronological typology (Prinz).



Stage 1: Deviant: highly educated, non-conformist, urban cohabitees.




Stage 2: Prelude: Pre-marital cohabitation common (as a trial

  marriage?)




Stage 3: Accepted alternative to marriage (including as a context for



  

  child-rearing).




Stage 4: Converges with/identical to legal marriage (Prinz views this



  

  as an egalitarian, almost utopian stage - a touch optimistic?)

(The stages of this typology seem almost to constitute a ‘cohabitation 

transition’, and perhaps should be viewed with the same scepticism in terms of its universal applicability as the stereotypical ‘demographic transition’).



      See also Smock (2000).

Additional references:

Eekelaar, J. and Maclean, M. 2004. ‘Marriage and the Moral Bases of Personal Relationships’, Journal of Law and Society 31.4: 510-538.

Ermisch, J. and Francesconi, M. 1996. ‘Partnership formation and dissolution in Great Britain’, ESRC Research Centre on Micro-social Change, Working Paper No. 96-10. Colchester: ESRC Research Centre on Micro-social Change.

Levin, I. 2004. ‘Living Apart Together: A New Family Form’, Current Sociology 52.2: 223-240; 
Office for National Statistics. 2008. ‘Marriages abroad 2002–2007’, Population Trends 133: 65-70.
