
The Cohabitation Effect:
Commitment  and

Sliding versus Deciding



The association between 
living together before 
marriage and poorer 
marital outcomes.

Ambiguous relationship

Cohabitation Effect



Predictors of Cohabitation 
Effect

 Selection—the pre-existing 
characteristics of those who live 
together

 Experience—communication events 
that occur while living together 
that erode the motivation for and/or 
commitment to marriage



Cohabitation and Selection

Illustration by Callie Parrish in The Daily Cougar on September 7, 2011.  Retrieved from 
http://thedailycougar.com/2011/09/07/florida-state-rep-wants-anti-cohabitation-law-to-
remain-in-effect/.



Cohabitation and 
Experience



Commitment Theory



Commitment Theory
Stanley & Markman (1992). Journal of Marriage and Family, 54(3), 595-608. 

CONSTRAINTS

• Morality of divorce

• Availability of 
partners

• Social pressure

• Structural 
investments

DEDICATION

• Relationship agenda

• Meta commitment

• Couple identity

• Primacy of relationship

• Satisfaction with 
sacrifice

• Alternative monitoring



Cohabitation and 
Commitment

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CsbHt3vPrDg


Cohabitation and 
Communication



Pre-Cohabitation Advice

 Talk about the future—where do 
you see yourselves AS A COUPLE 5-
10 years from now?

 Get on the same page—what are 
your expectations about WORK, 
MONEY and SEX?

 Don't slide into marriage—
DECIDE to commit; DON'T JUST DO IT
because you've been living together.
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