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learn important details about one another
that will make their decision about marriage
a more informed one. They also think that
cohabiting will help them learn and develop
patterns that could help them out in marriage.
But notice what has happened here. Nothing
about cohabiting lowers their risk. In fact,
cohabiting, for the most part, could only
lower the risk for individuals who are com-
mitted to breaking up with this person if
things are not going as desired. Doubtless.,
some do just this. But equally doubtless. for
others, what cohabitation did is increase the
odds of an already high risk relationship
continuing. This is consistent with Norval
Glenn’s idea of premature entanglements
that foreclose adequate searching for the
right partner.

Sliding vs. Deciding

There is straightforward prediction resulting
from the reasoning we present here. Those
partners who are already clear about and
strongly committed to marriage at the time
they start living together should not experi-
ence the cohabitation effect. In essence,
inertia suggests the greatest risk is for those
who do not have mutual clarity about the
future together because they are increasing
the likelihood of marriage before clarifying
these important matters of fit, intention. and
commitment. By the way. the word “mutual”
in that prior sentence is pretty crucial. There
are bestselling books on the downside of
non-mutual commitment to the future of a
relationship—we’'re “just not that into” this
being a good thing. Conversely, if two people

already know they intend to marry, it is much
less likely that cohabitation will increase
their odds of staying together because they
already determined they would be together.
So. we should find less of a cohabitation
effect for those who are already committed,
such as by being engaged, prior to cohabit-
ing. We have now found evidence to support
this essential prediction in four data sets. In
each study, those who began living together
before they were engaged had lower marital
quality than those who were engaged before
cohabitation or who did not live together at all
premaritally. We are increasingly convinced
that there is something protective about
having clarified both the fit of a relationship
and the mutual commitment to marriage
before taking steps like cohabitation or
marriage that constrain future options.

If being clear about commitment and the
future is protective, how do most couples
actually begin to cohabit? Colleagues Wendy
Manning and Pamela Smock have found that
the majority (just over 50%) of cohabiting
couples do not report any kind of delibera-
tive process that culminated in cohabiting.*
Rather, most people report that it just sort
of happened. One thing led to another and,
bingo. the couple was living together. In
contrast, commitments are decisions. Com-
mitment can be viewed. in its essence, as
making a choice to give up other choices. If
most couples “slide™ into cohabiting (as well
as through other types of transitions), they are
not “deciding™ at what can be a crucial transi-
tion where constraints are increasingly

famﬂy focus// summer 2009

favoring relationship continuance. Deciding
is protective, sliding is not. Deciding clarifies
commitment and an intention to follow
through on what one has chosen. The preva-
lence of sliding-type transitions in relation-
ships may play a causal role in undermining
the development of the protective elements
of commitment. That moves the discussion
beyond mere selection into how selection
sets in motion relationship development
patterns that undermine the development of
mutual, strong commitments.

If most couples “slide” into
cohabiting, . . . they are not
“deciding” at what can be a crucial
transition where constraints are
increasingly favoring
relationship continuance.

Does any of this matter for

helping people?

We could. and eventually will, write a book
on this topic. But here are a few thoughts we
have about the practice of helping people
succeed in their aspirations for lifelong
love. First. whatever you believe are the
reasons. we know from many studies over
decades (including very recent samples) that
cohabiting prior to the development of
commitment is risky. That means we have a
direct way to identify a very large group of
individuals at higher risk for problems in
their relationships. If we can find them, we
can try to reach them to help them lower
those risks in any number of ways. Second,
we suspect that sliding transitions are inher-
ently risky. whether we're talking about
cohabitation, sex. becoming pregnant. or
whatever else you can think of. We have a
generation of young people growing up who
doesn’t appear to recognize that certain
relationship transitions are fundamentally
capable of altering their future options in a
downward direction. Helping young people
(and older ones, too) make decisions about
transitions should be a crucial aspect of our
relationship education efforts. Third, people
do seem intent on doing things that improve
their odds. It just so happens that one of the
main things they believe will do this, doesn’t.
Could couples considering testing their
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relationship with cohabitation be steered instead to think about relationship education as a
pathway to better understand their potential? That’s probably a tough sell, but some tough
sells are smart to attempt.
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awarded to Scott Stanley). =
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