A Christian view on couples living together
[I realise this is a sensitive issue which applies to many couples nowadays. So I want to say that
we readily welcome and respect everyone who contacts us or comes to church, even if we might
disagree over matters such as cohabitation. I am also aware of the pain people suffer when they
get divorced. This paper simply deals with the advantages of marriage compared with
cohabitation.

Obviously there are exceptions but extensive research clearly indicates that when
couples co-habit, rather than marry:
1. They are likely to be less committed to each other than married couples, and are more
individually independent, so feeling insecure compared with married couples.

Many cohabiters feel unready for, or even afraid of marriage. Cohabitation affords an
easier way out of a relationship. Marriage means a total, lifelong, exclusive commitment
whereas cohabitors are often committed to a relationship only whilst it provides them
with personal satisfaction. Thus cohabitation means weaker relationships than in
marriage. Researchers concluded that "cohabitations are not informal marriages, but
relationships formed by looser bonds."[1] An important implication of this is that
cohabitors live with a measure of uncertainty and insecurity in their relationship.
Marriage requires an emotional investment in the relationship. The long-term
commitment encourages them to work at their relationship, including any weaknesses
and failings. It takes time to develop the qualities essential to a deep relationship: trust,
honesty, openness, deep companionship, spiritual intimacy. They are more likely to
divide responsibilities and pool resources.[2] Cohabitors have less incentive to do so.[3]

Cohabitors value their individual independence more than married couples. So they are
less likely to accept financial responsibility for their partners.[4] They more often have
separate bank accounts and are less likely to monitor one another’s spending with an
agreed budget. Financial union is a cornerstone of marriage.[5] Researchers discovered
that married couples tend to be better off than cohabitors because of a greater sense of
mutual responsibility.[6] Financial union also helps insure partners against unexpected
problems.

Marriage also encourages a deeper financial commitment to parenthood. Research
discovered that 68% ex-married fathers provide more financial support to the mother of
their children (if she remained unattached) compared with 16% of ex-cohabiting men.
They also provided more money.[7]
2. Their relationship is likely to break up, especially if there are children (and the break
up is very painful).

Cohabiting couples are much more likely to split up than married couples. On average,
cohabitations last less than two years before breaking up or converting to marriage (but
see point 9). Less than four per cent of cohabitations last for ten years or more.[8] One
study found that after 5 to 7 years, 39% of all cohabiting couples have broken their
relationship.[9] Another found that within two years about 50% of all cohabiting
relationships have ended or have led on to marriage (but see point 9), and after five
years only about 10% of couples are still cohabiting.[10] 15 In comparison, about 45% of
first marriages today are expected to break up over the course of a lifetime.16
A cohabiting relationship is more likely to break down after the birth of a child because
many men feel this limits their independence. They are not committed to fatherhood.
Hence cohabitation is a major factor in producing lone parenthood. Some 15% of single

parent families are caused by the breakdown of cohabiting relationships.
The breakdown of cohabiting relationships is not necessarily any less painful than
divorce and it can lead to conflicts over property and finances.[11]
3.

They are less healthy and happy than married couples.

Researchers have found that married couples are emotionally happier than cohabitors.
They are better related to the wider family, friends and community who provide social,
emotional and practical support.[12] This is to be understood in the light of the fact that
cohabitation does not have the legal constraints and sanctions of marriage and
expectations of the social roles of cohabitors is less clear.
Relationships improve when cohabiting couples get married.[13] Cohabiting people also
feel less healthy and have higher mortality rate than married couples (50% higher for
women and 250% higher for men).[14] They are less likely to monitor each other’s health
and to seek to correct unhealthy behaviour. They are much more likely to suffer from
depression than married people.[15] One study found that depression was three times
more likely for cohabitors, especially women.[16] Another found that cohabiting women
are more irritable, anxious, worried and unhappy than married people.[17] One survey of
14,000 couples over 10 years discovered that less than 25% of cohabitors claimed to be
very happy in general compared with 40% of married people.[18]
4. Their children are less happy, secure and successful than those whose parents are
married.

Because of the high risk that a cohabiting couple will split up, children of cohabitors
generally experience poorer emotional development. Studies show that cohabiting
relationships with children are more likely to break down than those without children,[19]
and less than 50% of cohabiting women who have a child will be lone mothers ten years
later.[20] 75% of children of cohabitors will experience the splitting up of their parents
before the age of 16 compared with only 33% of children of married couples.
Male cohabitors are much more likely to abuse the children of the relationship physically
or sexually.[21] The situation is worse if the man is not the natural father of the child.[22]
One study discovered that children living with cohabiting parents are 20 times more likely
to suffer abuse and where the man is not the biological father the figure is 33 times.[23]
These children have more behaviour problems and lower academic achievement than
the children of married couples.[24] One study found that nearly 75% of children of
cohabitors are likely to commit a criminal offence compared with just over 25% for
children of married parents.
It was noted above that children of a cohabiting couple who split up are less likely to
receive financial support from their father.
5. They are more likely to experience violence and abuse in the home than married
couples.

Research has shown that cohabiting women are more likely to experience physical or
sexual abuse than married women.[25] Some researchers found that they are twice as
likely to do so.[26] The US Justice Department discovered that women cohabiting with a
boyfriend are 62 times more likely to be assaulted.[27]
Newly married couples who had cohabited were found to have experienced much higher
rates of premarital violence and this led to higher rates of marital violence.[28] Statistics
show that 16% of cohabiting women experience arguments becoming physical
compared with 8% of married women.[29] Another study indicated that cohabiting women
are 3-4 times more likely to be physically abused by their partners whilst pregnant than

married women.[30]
6. They are not as satisfied sexually as married couples.

Research has discovered that whilst cohabiting couples have intercourse more
frequently than married couples,[31] they experience lower levels of sexual satisfaction.[32]
The increased commitment and security of marriage make it more satisfying. Sex is
more enjoyable after marriage.[33] Some 40% of married women and 50% of married
men reported that their sex life was physically and emotionally satisfying, compared with
some 30% of cohabiting women and 38% of cohabiting men.[34]
7. They are less likely to be happy and faithful if they later marry than married couples
who have not cohabited.

Research discovered that married couples who had previously cohabited were less
happy and satisfied than those who had not cohabited.[35]
Research has indicated that married couples experience more enjoyable sex particularly
when they have not cohabited (or had sex) before marriage.
Cohabitors are more likely to be unfaithful to their partners than married couples.[36] One
study indicated that 90% of married men had been unfaithful compared with 43% of
cohabiting men.[37] Also married women were 5 times more likely to be faithful than
cohabiting women. Another study found that 94% of married people had been faithful
compared with 75% of cohabitors.[38]
Research also indicates that cohabitors who get married are more likely to be unfaithful
in marriage.[39] One study found that married women who had cohabited before marriage
were 3.3 times more likely to be unfaithful in marriage.[40]
8. They are more likely to divorce if they later marry, than married couples who have not
cohabited.

Many studies indicate that the divorce rate is higher for marriages where the partners
have previously cohabited.[41] One study discovered that the risk of breakdown of a
marriage of couples who had cohabited was 46% greater than those who had not
cohabited.[42] Others would put the figure much higher.[43] The National Survey of
Families and Households found that married couples who had cohabited were almost
twice as likely to divorce within 10 years than those who hadn’t, i.e. 57% to 30%.
Canadian sociologists at the University of Western Ontario concluded that cohabitation
"has a direct negative impact on subsequent marital stability," because it "undermines
the legitimacy of formal marriage" and so "reduces commitment of marriage."
Conclusion

“In the final analysis, thirty years of research show that for the benefit of men, women,
and their children, marriage is superior to cohabitation. Cohabitation cannot provide or
compete with the rewards and benefits of a strong, committed marriage. Cohabitation is
not an effective "trial marriage," if such a thing exists. It does not provide divorce
insurance. Couples will be better off on life's measures of success and happiness (e.g.,
emotional health, physical health, and personal wealth) if they are married rather than
living together. Cohabitation has more costs than rewards but, unfortunately, continues
to be popular, especially among young adults, even though cohabitors fail to receive the
benefits or avoid the risks they think they will. People need to know that cohabitation fails
to bring couples the happiness and stability they desire in a close personal relationship.”
(Jeffry H. Larson, Ph.D., LMFT, CFLE, Professor of Marriage and Family Therapy at
Brigham Young University)

© Tony Higton: see conditions for copying on the Home Page

The Difference between Marriage and Living Together
(Cohabitation)

Marriage is:

Cohabitation (Living Together) is
OFTEN:

•
A relationship based on love as primarily an
act of the will and therefore more secure than
relationships based on emotions:

•
A relationship based on love as mainly
emotional and sexual

 At a wedding a couple make an act of the will.
They promise that they will love, comfort, honour
and protect each other

•
A relationship established before God with a
pledge to each other of loyalty, trust, devotion and
reliability:

 At a wedding a couple make solemn vows before
God

 Couples often live together because they feel in
love and enjoy a sexual relationship so see no
need of making solemn vows which are the
deepest commitment of the human will

•
A relationship not established before God and
mostly without any pledge or vows

 Couples often move into living together casually
and with a lack of clear definition of their
relationship and responsibilities. Sometimes they
feel that marriage demands a commitment for
which they are not ready.

•
A relationship founded on unselfish giving to
each other:

•
A relationship based more on what the
individual is going to get out of it

 At a wedding the couple promise to love,
comfort, honour and protect each other; It is an act
of total self-giving and sharing of everything they
have

 This is inevitable where a relationship is based
largely on emotion and sexual attraction.
Sometimes couples prefer to live together to gain
financial advantages.

•

•
A trial relationship which can “easily” be
ended:

A permanent, exclusive relationship:

 At a wedding a couple promise to forsake all
others and be faithful to one another for life,
whatever the circumstances: for better, for worse,

 Couples often live together rather than marry
because they fear their relationship may not last.
Sometimes this is based upon understandable

for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health.

hurts from an earlier divorce.

•
A relationship which recognises that sexual
intercourse is not just a joining of two bodies but a
union of whole persons – an expression of a totally
and permanently committed relationship.

•
A relationship which can see sex as a matter
of personal pleasure in the context of what might
not be a permanent relationship.

 At a wedding the priority is that a couple comfort
and help each other, living faithfully together in
need and in plenty, in sorrow and in joy and that in
this context they enjoy the delight and tenderness
of sexual union which can strengthen the union of
their hearts and lives.

•

Fully recognised by the community.

 Couples often live together rather than marry to
see if they are sexually compatible. However for
someone to have sex with a partner without
making a faithful commitment that partner is using
the person as a means of sexual pleasure, rather
than as an act of self-giving which is what it should
be.

•
A private relationship not seen as on a par
with marriage and is seen as contributing little to
the wider social community.

 At a wedding it is stated that marriage enriches
society and strengthens community.

•
The most secure relationship for the birth and
nurture of children.

 At a wedding a couple solemnly vow that they
will love, comfort, honour and protect each other
“till death us do part.”
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Not as secure a relationship as marriage:

 Surveys show that 70% of married couples will
still be together when their child is 16, whereas only
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