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Eﬀects of Cohabitation on Financial Stability

Eﬀects of Single Parenthood on Financial
Stability
Synthesis Paper: Marriage and Economic Well Being: The Economy Rises or Falls with Marriage

1. Income
Cohabiting men have, on average, less stable employment histories than single and married men.1)
Cohabiting fathers are less likely to have consistent, full-time work than are married fathers, and are
less likely to work long hours. Half as many (16 percent) cohabiting fathers worked 45 hours or more
per week in 1997, compared to married fathers (32 percent).2)
Cohabiting households have higher incomes than single-parent households but lower incomes than
married-parent households.3) In 2004, over 60 percent of cohabiting U.S. working men earned less
than $25,000 annually, and only 6 percent earned at least $50,000.4) The median income among U.S.
men that year was $40,700.5)
Mothers who cohabit have lower incomes than mothers in a stepfamily who are married to a man
other than the father of their children,6) but cohabiting unmarried women work more hours as their
partner’s income increases.7) Furthermore, cohabiting couples in the United States are 3.6 times more
likely to keep separate bank accounts than married couples are.8)
During the late 1980s and early 1990s, positive economic circumstances for men tended to decrease
a cohabiting couple’s odds of separating and accelerate their marriage. Greater earnings for a man
increased the likelihood he and his cohabiting partner would marry.9)

2. Net Worth
Older cohabiters who have never been married have, on average, 78 percent less net worth than
those in intact families. Cohabiters who have been divorced once or widowed once have 68 percent
less net worth than intact families.10) Cohabiters have the lowest net worth growth of all family
structures; their net worth growth is comparable to that of widows and widowers.11)

3. Poverty
Poverty rates are signiﬁcantly higher among cohabiting families than among married families.
Analysis of the 1997 and 1999 waves of the National Survey of America’s Families showed that the
poverty rates of cohabiting parents were 7.5-15.4 percentage points higher than those of married,
two-parent families. The rate of poverty was 12.7-23.8 percent higher for single-parent families with
another adult present than for married-parent families.
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4. Impact on Children
Children in cohabiting families enjoy a higher economic status than children in single-parent families,
but less than children in married families. Following a divorce, poverty is decreased by 40 percent
among children whose mothers cohabit, though 29 percent of children whose mothers cohabit after
divorce remain impoverished. Nearly 25 percent of children in cohabiting households receive public
assistance (compared to less than 5 percent of children in married-parent households).
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