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Does being married rather than cohabiting lead to more stability in relationships
between parents? This assertion is made in the government’s recent State of the
Nation report:2
Around 3 million children in the UK have experienced the separation of their
parents. This is partly attributable to a rise in cohabitation, given the increased
likelihood of break‐up for cohabiting couples relative to married couples.

In this Briefing Note, we critically appraise this statement, building on analysis
contained in our recent IFS Commentary, Cohabitation, Marriage and Child
Outcomes.3
Our findings suggest that while it is true that cohabiting parents are more likely
to split up than married ones, there is very little evidence to suggest that this is
due to a causal effect of marriage. Instead, it seems simply that different sorts of
people choose to get married and have children, rather than to have children as a
cohabiting couple, and that those relationships with the best prospects of lasting
are the ones that are most likely to lead to marriage. Our analysis suggests,
therefore, that if more cohabiting parents decide to get married, it is very
unlikely that a significant number would become more likely to stay together. It
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also means that it is highly unlikely that the increasing rate of childbearing
among cohabiting couples has caused an increased likelihood of break‐up among
parents.
This issue is important, because enhanced relationship stability is often
considered to be one of the key pathways through which formal marriage
between parents might lead to better outcomes for children.4 To establish that
this is the case, however, it needs to be clearly shown that marriage itself
promotes relationship stability, rather than it simply being the case that people
who are more likely to stay together are the ones who get married. We attempt to
address this issue directly in this note. Moreover, it also needs to be shown that
family breakdown is detrimental to children – another issue where it is
important to establish causal relationships carefully rather than to rely on
statistical associations (though this is beyond the scope of this note).
This Briefing Note proceeds as follows. We first outline some basic statistics from
the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS), which is a national longitudinal study of a
large sample of children born in 2000 and their parents. We show the likelihood
of relationship breakdown among the parents of young children, comparing
separation rates among married and cohabiting couples. We then discuss
whether any such differences can be attributed to a causal effect of marriage
itself, or whether they are more likely to arise instead from the underlying
differences between the kinds of people who choose marriage, rather than
cohabitation, as the relationship form in which to raise their children. We draw
some conclusions in Section 3.

A number of recent UK papers have documented the association between
marriage and relationship stability. Using the Millennium Cohort Study (the same
data source that we employ in our own work), Benson (2009) finds that around
27% of couples that were cohabiting when their child was born have separated
by the time the child is aged 5, compared with 9% of couples that were married
when their child was born.5
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Kiernan and Mensah (2010), also using the same data source, document more
detailed trajectories of couples that are married or cohabiting when their child is
born.6 They find that 88.1% of parents who were married at the time of the birth
of their child are ‘stable’ at least until their child is 5 years old, while 2.1%
experience periods of separation but are together when their child is aged 5,
7.6% are lone parents when the child is aged 5 and 2.1 % have re‐partnered. By
contrast, around 66.6% of couples that were cohabiting at their child’s birth are
classified as ‘stable’ at age 5 (43.4% remain cohabiting and 23.2% get married),
5.7% experience periods of separation, 20.5% are lone parents and 7.3% have
re‐partnered.
These findings are corroborated in our own work. Table 1 shows the proportion
of cohabiting and married relationships in the Millennium Cohort Study that have
broken down by the time a child has reached the ages of 3 and 5.

The first column of Table 1 shows that there is a significant difference in the
probability that a couple will split up for a month or more by the time their child
is 3 years old, between couples that were cohabiting and couples that were
married when their child was born: 26% of couples that were cohabiting when
their child was born experience some period of separation before their child is 3
years old, compared with just 7% of married couples.7 There are a number of
other ways in which we can express this difference: cohabiting couples are
around four times more likely to experience a period of separation of at least a
month by the time their child is aged 3 (this ratio of probabilities is sometimes
referred to as the relative risk), whilst the odds of separation for cohabiting
couples are five times larger than the odds for married couples (the odds ratio).
In absolute terms, the difference in probabilities is 19.7 percentage points.
The second column of Table 1 shows the equivalent statistics for the number of
couples that are not living together when the MCS survey is taken around the
time the child is aged 3. This column represents a more ‘snapshot’ view of a
couple’s stability, as it does not take account of any other periods of separation.
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Comparison of the first and second columns shows that while 26% of couples
that were cohabiting when their child was born experience some period of
separation before their child is aged 3, only 20% are living apart at the date of
the age 3 survey. Column 1 is therefore a broader measure of stability: 6% more
of cohabiting couples split up temporarily than we observe at a ‘snapshot’ point
in time.

The last column of Table 1 shows that the percentage of couples that are no
longer living together when their child is aged 5 is greater than that when the
child is aged 3, being at 27% for couples that were cohabiting when their child
was born and at 9% for couples that were married when their child was born.8
Again there are a number of other ways in which we can express this difference
by the age of 5: for example, cohabiting couples are around three times more
likely to have split up by the time their child is aged 5.
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However, these statistical associations do not tell us anything about whether
marriage itself has protective effects. In the following subsections, we try to
assess the extent to which the differences in stability between couples that are
married and those that are cohabiting when their child is born are due to
marriage itself, or largely due to pre‐existing characteristics of the couples.

There are many important differences in the characteristics of couples that have
chosen to cohabit or marry at the time of their child’s birth. It could be that it is
pre‐existing differences, rather than marriage itself, which account for some of
the difference in the rate of separation for married and cohabiting couples.
The differences that we are able to observe within our study (based on the MCS)
include characteristics of the couple such as their education, occupational status
and income, their housing tenure and the relationship quality of the couple
(measured early in the child’s life). These differences are documented fully in our
Commentary cited above at footnote 3. In summary, the analysis shows that
couples are more likely to be married rather than cohabiting if:
the mother is of Indian, Pakistani or Bangladeshi ethnicity;
the mother is religious;
the mother’s parents did not separate;
there are no children of previous partners in the household;
the mother and father have high levels of education;
the parents own their own home;
the couple lived together for longer prior to the child’s birth;
the pregnancy was planned;
the mother was 20 or older when her first child was born;
there is more than one child in the household;
the parents have a higher relationship quality when the baby is 9 months old.
There are also likely to be further underlying differences between married and
cohabiting relationships that cannot be observed even within a detailed study
such as the MCS. These ‘unobservable’ characteristics might include the couple’s
underlying sense of love and commitment to each other, level of conflict and
methods for dealing with problems.
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The preceding discussion should help clarify our question: is it marriage per se
that improves relationship stability between parents, or do differences in the
incidence of relationship instability simply reflect the other underlying
differences – whether observed or unobserved – between married and
cohabiting parents that we have discussed?
In this section, we attempt to address this question simply by controlling for a
number of observable differences between married and cohabiting parents. In
our recent Commentary, we described with great care our methodology and
choice of control variables, noting that by using this simple methodology we may
either:
(i)

overstate the true effects of marriage, if there are important unobserved
characteristics of cohabiting compared with married relationships that we
cannot take into account; for example, if inherently less loving or less
committed relationships are both less likely to result in marriage and more
likely to break down, but we do not control for such unobserved
characteristics, this will lead to an overstatement of the effects of
marriage; (‘correlated unobservables’)

or:
(ii)

understate the true effects of marriage on relationship stability, if we
control for characteristics that are significantly influenced by marriage
itself; for example, if marriage itself leads to improved self‐reported
relationship quality, which in turn leads to a lower likelihood of
relationship breakdown, and we control for this in our analysis, this could
lead to an understatement of the effects of marriage. (‘endogenous
regressors’)

We do not have any estimation strategy to deal with the first potential source of
bias. However, in order to assess the possible magnitude of bias arising from the
second, in the following analysis we group variables based on the extent to which
we judge that they reflect pre‐existing characteristics of the parents, compared
with the extent to which they might plausibly be influenced by the decision to
marry itself.
In Table 2, we present differences in the probability of relationship breakdown
between married and cohabiting parents after we have controlled for a wide
range of other parental and relationship characteristics, some of which clearly
pre‐date the choice of whether to get married. We group our potential control
variables according to whether they are likely simply to reflect the type of
parents who decide to get married (columns A–D in the table); or whether they
might instead also be affected by the decision to get married, and therefore ‘pre‐
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exist’ marriage but could also be affected by it (columns E–H). Controlling for the
former is uncontroversial and should get us closer to the ‘causal’ effect of
marriage on relationship stability. In controlling for the latter, we risk ‘over‐
controlling’ for the indirect effects of marriage, and hence any benefits of
marriage. (Empirically assessing the extent to which any such indirect effects
exist is very difficult, though in our recent Commentary we attempted to provide
some informed judgement on this, based on a wide social science literature.)
Table 2 shows results from some multivariate regression analyses assessing the
difference between married and cohabiting parents in the probability of the
relationship splitting up by the time the child is aged 3 and 5. Each row shows a
different outcome variable, capturing each of the measures of relationship
stability we set out in Table 1. In each column of Table 2, we add successive
controls to our analysis; the variables ‘controlled for’ in each model are listed in
the bottom half of the table.9
The top panel of results shows the average percentage point difference in the
likelihood of parental separation by the ages of 3 and 5 associated with being
born to a cohabiting rather than a married couple. It does this by showing the
marginal effects on an indicator of whether the couple is cohabiting rather than
married, estimated from a series of probit regressions. The lower panel of results
shows corresponding odds ratios (estimated using logit regressions), which are
interpreted as the comparison of the odds of separation for cohabiting and
married couples.10
Controlling for those characteristics that are fixed over time – as we do in
columns B through D – is uncontroversial (and necessary if a convincing causal
argument is to be made). As the decision to marry has no impact on
characteristics such as parents’ ethnicity and own family background, it is
straightforward to separate the effect of these factors on relationship stability
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from the impact of marriage. Once we do this in our analysis, we find that the
difference in the likelihood of splitting up between married and cohabiting
parents is slightly reduced, but remains large and statistically significant. For
example, controlling for the child’s gender and year and month of birth and the
mother’s ethnicity, immigration status, religion and background, couples that
were cohabiting when their child was born are 16.7 percentage points more
likely to experience a period of separation before their child is 3 years old than
couples that were married when their child was born. We can also express this as
an odds ratio of 4.3, meaning that the odds of experiencing a period of separation
for cohabiting couples are over four times the odds of experiencing a period of
separation for married couples.
A second set of variables could possibly affect the timing of the decision to get
married, but still in some sense ‘pre‐date’ marriage, so that they are unlikely to
be an effect of marriage itself. An example would be maternal education: mothers
who opt for more education are likely to complete their education before they
have children and are more likely to be married, but this is unlikely to mean that
marriage ‘causes’ the higher education levels. Indeed, our previous Commentary
noted that 98% of mothers in the MCS who were married at the time of their
child’s birth had left full‐time education before they got married.
Other characteristics of parents that we control for in subsequent columns (E
through H) are likely to reflect the different sorts of people who choose to
cohabit rather than to get married in the first place, but may also be affected by
the couple’s decision to marry (to a larger extent than education). Controlling for
these characteristics in seeking to estimate the causal effect of marriage on
relationship stability is potentially more controversial. For example, parents’
socio‐economic status, some measures of their family structure, and the quality
of their relationship early in their child’s life are likely to affect the choice to get
married but may also be affected by it. By controlling for these characteristics, in
columns E through H, there is therefore a chance that we might inadvertently
‘control away’ some of the indirect effects of marriage. By not controlling for
them at all, however, we would certainly risk overstating the effects of marriage
instead.
To give more specific examples:
Housing tenure may largely reflect pre‐existing wealth, but the commitment
of marriage may also affect couples’ housing tenure decisions.
The quality of the parents’ relationship when the child is 9 months old
presents us with another even clearer example of the difficulty in
distinguishing between pre‐existing characteristics of the parents and
characteristics that might also be affected by the decision to marry.
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If a couple has a better relationship quality or a higher level of
communication, they may be more likely to get married in the first place, and
this underlying factor might also mean that they are likely to stay together in
the future, irrespective of their decision to marry. In this case, marriage does
not cause the lower likelihood of separation – this is due instead to the pre‐
existing high relationship quality of the couple that led both to their marriage
and to the stability of their relationship. If we did not include this variable in
our analysis, we would overstate the true impact of marriage.
On the other hand, if the act of marriage were additionally to have a positive
impact on the couple’s relationship quality, and this in turn had an additional
positive impact on their relationship stability, then our final estimate could
provide an underestimate of the true impact of marriage if this variable were
included in our regressions.
Columns E through H of Table 2 show that once we control for these extra
variables in our analysis, we find that the difference in the likelihood of
separation associated with cohabiting rather than being married decreases very
substantially. After controlling for all the variables in our model, couples that
were cohabiting when their child was born are only 2.1 percentage points more
likely to experience a period of separation of a month or more by the time the
child is aged 3 (compared with 19.7 percentage points in the ‘raw’ specification
of column A, when no additional variables are controlled for). We can also
express this as an odds ratio of 1.5, meaning that the odds of experiencing a
period of separation are now around 50% larger for cohabiting couples than for
married couples – this is in fact a small difference compared with the odds ratio
related to the raw specification in column A of nearly 5 (or in other words
representing an increase in odds of nearly 400%).
Looking at column H, the difference in the likelihood of a couple being separated
when the child is aged 5 is even smaller and statistically insignificant (compared
with a difference of around 17 percentage points in our column A ‘raw’
specification), once all the variables in our model are controlled for.
It is worth taking particular note of the effect of adding relationship quality into
our model specification, seen by comparing columns G and H of Table 2. After
accounting for all the other characteristics in the model, relationship quality does
reduce the difference in the likelihood of separation between cohabiting and
married couples, though the magnitude of this reduction is in fact relatively
small.
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We briefly detail below the relationship between the other characteristics
included in our model and parents’ relationship stability:
ethnicity: the mother being Black (Caribbean or African) is associated
with a greater probability of separation and the mother being Indian
with a lower probability of separation (relative to being White);
the mother being a Christian (relative to having no religion) has a
negative association with the probability of separation;
the mother’s own parents having separated has a positive association
with the probability of separation;
the mother having a low level of education has a positive association
with the probability of separation;
having a low household income has a positive association with the
probability of separation;
not owning their own home has a positive association with the
probability of separation;
the mother being young (in particular having a teenage pregnancy) has
a positive association with the probability of separation;
having an unplanned pregnancy has a positive association with the
probability of separation;
higher relationship quality of the parents reported when the child is 9
months old has a negative association with the probability of
separation.

Relationship stability is often considered to be one of the key pathways
through which formal marriage between parents might lead to better
outcomes for children. In our recent Commentary,11 we concluded that
young children’s cognitive development and their social and emotional
development do not appear to be significantly affected by the formal
marital status of their parents, once differences in other characteristics
between married and cohabiting parents are taken into account. This
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conclusion in itself suggests that marriage is unlikely to have the
‘protective’ effects on children that many contend, either through a
decreased likelihood of relationship breakdown or by some other channel.
However, in that work, we did not explicitly examine directly the
relationship between marriage and relationship breakdown.
In this Briefing Note, we therefore extend our analysis by documenting the
difference in the likelihood of separation for couples that are either
married or cohabiting when their child is born. Across a number of
measures, we have shown that cohabiting parents are more likely to
separate than married ones. However, the difference in the likelihood of
separation between couples that are married and those that are cohabiting
when their child is born is substantially reduced once we account for
differences in the characteristics of the parents in these two groups. This
suggests that much of the difference in relationship stability between
married and cohabiting parents is due to pre‐existing differences between
the kinds of people who get married before they have children and those
who cohabit. In particular, differences in their education, socio‐economic
status and some aspects of family structure (such as whether the mother
had her first child at a young age and whether the pregnancy was planned)
explain a large amount of the correlation between marital status when a
child is born and the likelihood of separation. We therefore find no strong
evidence that there is a substantial causal link between parents being
married when their child is born and a lower probability of relationship
separation.
We caution, however, that our analysis cannot provide evidence on the
true causal relationship between marriage or cohabitation and the
likelihood of separation. On the one hand, the characteristics we have
included in our analysis may be questioned by some, who think that they
‘control away’ those channels through which marriage has a positive
effect. In this case, our analysis would understate the impact of marriage
on the probability of separation. On the other hand, we think it is unlikely
that we can fully account for all of the pre‐existing differences between
married and cohabiting couples, despite the richness of the Millennium
Cohort Study data we use. There are still likely to be unobservable
characteristics of the couples – such as their feelings about commitment
more generally, their lifestyle and their attitude to children – that are
formed prior to the decision to get married. If these characteristics are
correlated with a lower probability of separation, then it is likely that our
current analysis overstates the impact of marriage on the probability of
separation.12
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Given the possibility that there exists a positive association between
cohabitation when a child is born and subsequent separation, it is prudent
to return to consider the effect that relationship instability may have on
child outcomes. This is another issue where it is important to carefully
establish causal relationships rather than to rely on statistical associations.
Although this is beyond the scope of this briefing note, the results
underlying our earlier Commentary provide some evidence on this issue13,
while for more in depth discussion of the literature in this area see, for
example, Amato (2001)14 and Mooney et al (2009)15.
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