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Introduction:
This study analyzed the factors that influence college 

students’ attitudes and behaviors toward different forms of union 
formation. The two major forms of union formation evaluated in 
this study are marriage and cohabitation. We define cohabitation 
as a relationship type in which two individuals who are involved 
in a romantic relationship live together without being married to 
each other. 

● Cohabitation rates among couples have seen a steady rise in 
the United States over the past decade. According to the Pew 
Research Center, there were 18 million Americans involved in 
cohabiting relationships as of 2017, which reflected a 29% 
rise in cohabitation since 20075. 
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Literature Review:

This study examines attitudes and behaviors toward union formation among
college students. Though cohabitation has become more widely accepted in
America, marriage remains the traditional and most widely accepted
relationship type for adults. We believe that this is rooted in social norms
and traditions regarding marriage and that various social factors may affect
students’ level of support for non-traditional relationships. This studyl
analyzed how the following variables influence attitudes and behaviors
toward union formation: (1) family structure, (2) religiosity, (3) political
ideology, (4) future educational/career pursuits, (5) degree type, (6)
relationship status, and (7) various demographic variables.

Conclusions:
Our data shows that views toward cohabitation and marriage vary most
widely based on respondents’ political ideology, religiosity, gender, and
college major. We hope that our research adds to the literature on union
formation, specifically the variations between attitudes around marriage and
cohabitation by exploring the choice to use cohabitation as a permanent
alternative to marriage.

Data and Methods: Results:
● The dependent variables discussed in this study are respondent 

attitudes toward cohabitation and viewing marriage as an 
important life goal.
○ 56.15% of respondents approve of cohabitation between 

unmarried couples while 43.85% disapprove (Figure 1).
○ 85% of respondents agree that marriage is an important goal 

for them while 14.4% of respondents disagree (Figure 2).

● The most significant predictors for approval of cohabitation are 
political ideology and religiosity.
○ 75.9% of liberal respondents approve of cohabitation 

compared to 28.6% of conservative respondents.
○ 81.8% of respondents with low religiosity levels approve of 

cohabitation compared to 25.6% of respondents with high 
religiosity levels.

● The most significant predictor for viewing marriage as an 
important life goal is political ideology. 
○ 81.6% of liberal respondents agree that marriage is an 

important life goal while 90.5% of conservative respondents 
agree.

● Motivations to marry differ between males and females. 
○ Males are 11.4% more likely than females to cite family 

members’ or friends’ encouragement as a motivation to 
marry.

○ Females are 4.8% more likely than males to cite economic 
pressure as a motivation to marry.

○ Self-longing for marriage is the most common cited motivation 
to marry for both males and females.

● Views toward marriage and career goals differ across majors.
○ STEM majors are most likely to agree that achieving career 

goals should come before marriage (87.7%).
○ Business majors are least likely to agree that achieving career 

goals should come before marriage (66.7%).

● The desire to cohabit with a romantic partner in the future varies 
drastically between males and females.
○ 83.3% of females agree that they would cohabit with a partner 

in the future, while only 25.0% of males agree. ● Political Ideology:
○ Conservative political beliefs are found to be associated with 

more traditional attitudes toward cohabitation3.
● Education:

○ Emerging adults generally express agreement that marriage 
should be delayed for education during emerging adulthood1.

○ On average, emerging adults identify 25 years of age as the 
average ideal age for marriage1.

● Family Structure:
○ Adolescents living with a single parent, cohabiting parents, 

married stepparent, or in another family type had lower 
marital expectations than teens living with two married, 
biological parents4.

● Race:
○ Black adolescents are less likely to see themselves being 

married, and they are less likely to view cohabitation as 
beneficial when compared to whites2.

● Religiosity:
○ Those with high levels of religiosity are much less likely to 

consider cohabitation as a beneficial relationship type6.

Data for this study was collected from a sample of undergraduate and graduate 
students from the Macon campuses of Mercer University. 
● Sample size: 255 participants
● Gender: 67.24% female, 30.60% male, 2.16% other
● Race: 60.78% White, 19.40% Black, 14.66% were Asian, 6.93% Hispanic or 

Latinx origin
● Method: Anonymous 66 item survey digital Qualtrics survey distributed in 

November of 2019
● Distribution: Emailed the complete list of 306 professors who taught 

undergraduate courses in each of the colleges on the Macon campus in the 
Fall 2019 semester. In our initial email to the professors, we requested that 
they send the survey to their students via email. 
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Figure 1: Respondent Attitudes Toward Cohabitation 
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Figure 2: Viewing Marriage as an Important Life Goal 
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