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The increases in cohabitation and in childbearing within cohabitation raise questions about who marries.
Most studies have found that childbearing within cohabitation is associated with disadvantage; here, we
examine the role of relationship happiness and whether it helps to explain this association. Using the UK
Household Longitudinal Study (2009-17), our competing risk hazard models follow respondents as they
transition: (1) from cohabitation into marriage or childbearing; and (2) from marriage or cohabitation
into childbearing. We find that marriage risks are highest among individuals who are happiest with their
relationship. On average, the association between relationship quality and childbearing operates through
marriage: the happiest individuals marry, and those who marry have children. While higher socio-
economic status is weakly associated with marriage, conception, and separation, the associations do not
differ by relationship happiness. The findings indicate that overall, relationship happiness appears to be
most salient for transitions into marriage.
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Introduction

The process of family formation in developed
countries has become more complex (Thomson
2014). Most co-residential partnerships now begin
with cohabitation, but trajectories after partnership
formation vary: some couples marry, others separate,
and a significant proportion of couples now have
children without marrying first (Perelli-Harris et al.
2012). The increase in childbearing within cohabita-
tion indicates that cohabitation is taking on one of
the functions of marriage, and marriage is no
longer a prerequisite for starting a family (Cherlin
2004; Sassler and Lichter 2020). Cohabitors could
be just as committed as married couples (Berrington
et al. 2015), and cohabitation could be becoming an
alternative to marriage (Heuveline and Timberlake
2004; Hiekel et al. 2014). These different pathways
after cohabitation raise questions about why some

couples transition into marriage or begin childbear-
ing while others separate.

Recently, a large number of studies have found
that partnership trajectories are increasingly strati-
fied, reflecting inequalities in resources and opportu-
nity (McLanahan 2004; Mikolai et al. 2018; Billari
et al. 2019). Couples with stable economic conditions
and higher levels of education are more likely to
marry (Ishizuka 2018; Garriga and Perelli-Harris
2019; Schneider et al. 2019), while those with lower
education and disadvantaged backgrounds are
more likely to have a child within cohabitation
(Perelli-Harris et al. 2010; Mikolai et al. 2018).
Thus, evidence indicates that family trajectories are
diverging by educational level and economic situ-
ation, with the advantaged more likely to marry
and have children within marriage, and the disadvan-
taged more likely to have children within cohabita-
tion and to experience union instability
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(McLanahan 2004; Kalmijn 2013; Perelli-Harris and
Lyons-Amos 2016; Musick and Michelmore 2018).

One of the key puzzles, however, is how relation-
ship happiness plays into this picture. Relationship
happiness is one dimension of the broader concept
of relationship quality, important for the functioning
and maintenance of close relationships (Karney and
Bradbury 2020). Relationship happiness is vital to
well-being, with numerous studies finding associ-
ations between close relationships and health (see
Umberson and Montez 2010; Robles et al. 2014 for
reviews) and life satisfaction (Perelli-Harris et al.
2019). Yet relationship happiness has rarely been
considered as a factor associated with the transition
from cohabitation into marriage or childbearing.
Although a couple’s economic situation may con-
dition their decisions, how members of a couple
interact and relate to each other may also be impor-
tant for relationship progression and childbearing.

Prior studies have compared relationship quality
between cohabiting and married individuals
(Brown 2003; Wiik et al. 2012; Brown et al. 2017),
but few have examined subsequent family transitions
or the role of socio-economic status (SES). Some
studies have included relationship satisfaction as
one of many factors in their study. For example,
Moors and Bernhardt (2009) examined competing
risks of marriage and separation among cohabitors
and found that a positive evaluation of the relation-
ship was associated with marriage. Studies in the
United States (US) have also previously examined
the association between relationship assessments
and transition into marriage among cohabitors
(Brown 2000; Waller and McLanahan 2005) and
whether marriage improves relationship quality
(Brown 2004). However, most prior studies took
place when cohabitation was marginal, marriage
was the norm, and childbearing in cohabitation less
common (Kennedy and Bumpass 2008). None of
these studies examined childbearing as a competing
outcome, which could be an alternative indicator of
couples’ commitment to the relationship (Berrington
et al. 2015). The rapid increase in cohabitation as a
normative context for childbearing suggests that
looking only at transition into marriage is insuffi-
cient for understanding family formation today.
Given the prevalence of non-marital childbearing
and the stratification of family processes, examining
the interaction between relationship quality and
economic status may help to explain how and why
family trajectories are diverging.

For our study, we used the UK Household Longi-
tudinal Study (UKHLS) (2009-17), a large house-
hold data set that prospectively follows couples as

they experience family events. This paper examines
two separate analyses which provide insights into
family formation and examined the role of relation-
ship happiness at different stages. First, we focus on
cohabiting individuals and how relationship happi-
ness prompts transitions into marriage, childbearing,
or union dissolution (Analysis 1). By the early 2000s,
80 per cent of couples in the UK were beginning
their unions with cohabitation; yet for most, cohabi-
tation was not a long-term partnership type: within
five years, 36 per cent had transitioned into marriage
and 35 per cent had dissolved their unions (Chao
et al. 2020). Meanwhile, childbearing within cohabi-
tation increased: in 2015, 32 per cent of births in
England and Wales were registered to cohabiting
couples (Office of National Statistics 2018). Prior
research has found that births within cohabitation
disproportionately occur to less advantaged couples
(Crawford et al. 2012; Mikolai et al. 2018), raising
questions about why disadvantaged couples are less
likely to marry before the birth. Whereas economi-
cally advantaged individuals who are happy with
their relationship may marry before having children,
happy but disadvantaged individuals may have chil-
dren without marrying, potentially because marriage
has become less obtainable due to norms about the
couple’s economic position, (McLanahan and Perch-
eski 2008; Ishizuka 2018) or because childbearing
was unplanned (Wellings et al. 2013). Examining
the role of relationship quality in these transitions,
while paying attention to SES, is important for
understanding how economically disadvantaged
individuals transition to marriage and parenthood.

Second, we aim to understand how relationship
happiness is associated with transitions into parent-
hood while directly comparing relationship happi-
ness between married and cohabiting individuals
(Analysis 2). Previous studies have found that the
quality of interactions between partners has an
impact on the transition to parenthood (Rijken and
Liefbroer 2009; Rijken and Thomson 2011), but
these studies have not taken into account partner-
ship type or economic conditions. If cohabitation
has become an alternative to marriage, then relation-
ship happiness should be the main predictor of child-
bearing, regardless of partnership type. This would
apply especially to lower-SES individuals, who are
less likely to marry because they have other econ-
omic priorities, such as housing or investments in
their children (Berrington et al. 2015). Those with
lower SES may also be more likely to ‘slide’ into
childbearing, without making a concerted decision
to have children (Stanley et al. 2006; Sassler and
Miller 2017).



By taking the results from the two analyses
together, we answer questions about the extent to
which relationship happiness matters for progression
to marriage and childbearing. Interactions between
partnership status and relationship happiness shed
light on whether relationship happiness plays a
different role in having children among cohabitors
than married couples. In addition, we examine the
role of socio-economic inequality in these associ-
ations and how they interact with relationship happi-
ness. While relationship happiness may matter for
family transitions, the outcomes may differ by SES,
providing insights into how family trajectories
diverge.

Previous research

Relationship happiness (or relationship quality) has
been a central topic in the study of close relation-
ships (Finkel et al. 2017; Karney and Bradbury
2020). Like other umbrella concepts, such as life sat-
isfaction, relationship quality is often defined as the
individual’s subjective, global evaluation of their
relationship (e.g. Fincham and Rogge 2010) and is
their overall assessment of the couple’s interactions,
joint behaviours, and communication. Meta-analyses
from this field have identified specific relationship
factors correlated with relationship stability, for
example love, commitment, and interdependence
(Le et al. 2010), but the construct of relationship
happiness captures a complex set of individual evalu-
ations of the couple’s dynamics.

This large body of literature has established the
importance of relationship quality for healthy
relationships (Robles et al. 2014). However, the
majority of studies have focused on the determinants
of marital satisfaction, with far fewer examining
relationships before marriage or how relationship
quality among cohabiting couples may lead to mar-
riage (Karney and Bradbury 2020). Some studies
have directly compared cohabiting and married indi-
viduals, finding that relationship quality is lower
among cohabitors (e.g. Hardie and Lucas 2010;
Wiik et al. 2012), but these studies have often used
cross-sectional data and assumed that cohabitors
are fundamentally different from married people,
and the studies do not sufficiently recognize the vari-
ation in the commitment of cohabiting couples.
Some couples may be heading towards marriage,
but others may instead signify their commitment
with childbearing (Hiekel et al. 2014; Perelli-Harris
and Bernardi 2015). Next, we discuss how relation-
ship happiness may matter for marriage and
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childbearing, and then we provide explanations for
why these associations may differ by SES.

Relationship happiness, marriage, and
cohabitation

Researchers have found that cohabitors with inten-
tions or expectations to marry have higher relation-
ship quality than cohabitors without these
intentions. In Norway and Sweden, cohabiting indi-
viduals were less serious and satisfied with their
relationships than married individuals, but cohabi-
tors who intended to marry were more similar to
married individuals (Wiik et al. 2009). Similarly,
US research found that those who directly married
had higher relationship quality than those who pre-
maritally cohabited or had plans to marry, and coha-
biting couples without plans to marry had the lowest
relationship quality of all (Brown et al. 2017).
Studies have also examined how intentions or expec-
tations to marry result in subsequent marriage.
Unsurprisingly, several studies have found that
those with plans to marry were more likely to
marry, while those without such plans were more
likely to separate (Brown 2000; Moors and Bern-
hardt 2009). However, given the increase in long-
term cohabitation, the intention to marry may not
be the only sign of a happy couple. Similarly, atti-
tudes towards marriage may not be congruent with
or measuring the same concept as intentions to
marry (Hiekel et al. 2015). Individuals may be very
positive about their relationship but not intend to
marry because they are ideologically opposed to
marriage or have other pressing priorities.

Qualitative research in the UK has supported the
idea that happier couples are more likely to marry
and also that cohabiting couples may express their
commitment through childbearing (Perelli-Harris
et al. 2014; Berrington et al. 2015). Focus group par-
ticipants generally considered cohabitation a testing
ground for marriage and marriage a long-term com-
mitment and marker of security. The main reason for
marrying, according to focus group participants, was
to demonstrate relationship commitment to family
and friends (Perelli-Harris et al. 2014). The
wedding, in particular, was a way to celebrate the
couple’s happiness and symbolized a deep emotional
bond (Berrington et al. 2015). Many British partici-
pants saw marriage as the end goal of relationship
progression, with only the happiest couples achiev-
ing this goal. Thus, marriage may remain an impor-
tant symbol of the highest quality relationships in
British society.
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In contrast, marriage has become less normative in
the UK, and the number of cohabiting couple
families has continued to grow faster than the
numbers of married and lone parent families (ONS
2018). These trends raise questions about whether
higher relationship happiness is necessarily a predic-
tor of marriage. British cohabitors report little social
pressure to marry, and two-thirds of respondents in
the 2008 British Social Attitudes survey thought
that living with a partner showed the same commit-
ment as marriage (Duncan and Phillips 2008).
According to UK focus group research, a range of
other considerations, such as housing or financial
stability, may (indefinitely) postpone marriage,
especially given the high cost of a wedding (Berring-
ton et al. 2015). Some participants said they were not
necessarily opposed to marriage; they simply had not
got around to it (Berrington et al. 2015). Thus, it is
not clear that those with the highest relationship
happiness still feel the same need to marry as they
would have previously.

Relationship happiness and childbearing

The association between an individual’s relationship
happiness and childbearing is also not straightfor-
ward. Prior research not explicitly examining differ-
ences between cohabitation and marriage has
argued that because children represent a large
investment in the relationship, only those who
believe in the future stability of their relationship
will have children (Rijken and Liefbroer 2009;
Rijken and Thomson 2011). On the other hand,
couples with poor quality relationships may try to
‘revitalize’ their relationship by having children
(Rijken and Liefbroer 2009; Rijken and Thomson
2011); they may not even make an explicit decision
to have children but instead ‘slide’ into childbearing
(Stanley et al. 2006; Sassler and Miller 2017). These
mixed results raise questions about whether relation-
ship happiness is even associated with childbearing.

Prior studies have also indicated that marriage is
often one of the strongest factors associated with
childbearing, and couples are more likely to have
children once married (Perelli-Harris et al. 2012,
2014). In the UK, marriage is often perceived as a
more secure setting for raising children (Berrington
et al. 2015). In England and Wales, marriage
conveys greater legal protection and rights than
cohabitation (Barlow and James 2004). In the case
of union separation, having been married is advan-
tageous both for mothers, who can benefit from
alimony, and fathers, who may find it easier to

resolve custody disputes (Barlow and James 2004;
Perelli-Harris and Gassen 2012). As found in prior
research, we expect that married individuals will be
more likely to become parents than cohabiting indi-
viduals (Perelli-Harris et al. 2012; ONS 2015).

Relationship happiness, however, may play an
important role in the transition to childbearing
within cohabitation. First birth risks may be higher
among cohabitors who are happier with their
relationships than among cohabitors with poor
quality relationships. Cohabitors who feel less
social pressure or personal necessity to formalize
their relationship through marriage may use parent-
hood as a way to signal commitment (Berrington
et al. 2015). Having a child within cohabitation rep-
resents a shared responsibility and cements a part-
nership so that the official status of the union may
no longer matter (Perelli-Harris et al. 2014). Thus,
we expect that among cohabitors, higher relationship
happiness will be associated with higher first birth
rates. In addition, we expect first birth rates for coha-
bitors with higher relationship happiness to be
similar to those of married individuals.

Economic conditions, relationship happiness,
and family transitions

Prior research has indicated that higher-SES individ-
uals are more likely to marry before childbearing,
while those with lower SES are more likely to have
a child within cohabitation (Berrington and
Diamond 2000; Mikolai et al. 2018). Relationship
quality may help to explain the divergence in mar-
riage patterns by SES, as on average, relationship
quality is lower among couples in worse socio-econ-
omic positions (see Conger et al. 2010 and Blom 2019
for reviews). Low-SES individuals often face econ-
omic stressors that strain relationships, negatively
impacting the quality of communication and
couples’ functioning (Conger et al. 2010). Low
income is associated with higher conflict among part-
ners (Hardie and Lucas 2010), one of the com-
ponents of relationship quality (Le et al. 2010).
Men’s unemployment is particularly detrimental
for relationship quality, especially over the long
term (Blom and Perelli-Harris 2021). Thus, on
average, low-SES couples may be less likely to
marry, because the hardship they face strains their
relationship (Gibson-Davis et al. 2018).
Investigating whether the associations between
relationship happiness and marriage/childbearing
differ by SES may help us to disentangle them.
Given our interest in disadvantage and in explaining



why low-SES individuals are more likely to have a
birth in cohabitation, we focus on three possible
expectations for low-SES individuals with happy or
unhappy relationships. First, low-SES cohabitors
with happy relationships may be just as likely to
marry before having children as those with high
SES. Even though they face financial constraints,
happy cohabitors may decide to have a wedding,
even if small and low cost.

Second, low-SES cohabitors with happy relation-
ships may decide to have a child rather than marry,
or they may experience an unplanned pregnancy.
They may not be able to achieve the economic
‘bar’ to marriage (Ishizuka 2018) or may lack the
financial resources to hold a wedding and instead
prioritize raising children and paying for housing
(Berrington et al. 2015). Indeed, in focus group
research, low-SES couples reported that the high
cost of a wedding was a reason not to marry (Ber-
rington et al. 2015). For these couples, marriage is
perpetually postponed, with cohabitation becoming
a long-term alternative, even when having children.
Thus, relationship happiness may play a smaller
role in the decision to marry among lower-SES
groups.

Finally, low-SES individuals with unhappy
relationships are more likely to have a child within
cohabitation, possibly with the hope of revitalizing
their relationship (Rijken and Liefbroer 2009). The
decision to have a child may not be completely delib-
erate or planned, especially among lower-SES
couples (Wellings et al. 2013). Research in the US
has found that economically disadvantaged couples
often ‘slide’ into cohabitation, motivated by finances,
convenience, and housing, with childbearing taking
place subsequently (Smock et al. 2005; Stanley
et al. 2006; Sassler and Miller 2017). According to
this research, low-SES women have children
outside marriage even in unstable partnerships,
because children bring meaning to women’s lives
(Edin and Kefalas 2005; Sassler and Miller 2017).
Hence, for lower-SES cohabiting couples, the
quality of their relationship may be irrelevant if the
woman becomes pregnant and wants to have a baby.

Research questions

Previous research leads to the following research
questions (RQs), which are organized around the
two analyses outlined in the ‘Introduction’ and
further described in the ‘Analytical approach’
section:
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1. Among cohabitors, is relationship happiness
associated with the transition to marriage and/or
childbearing?

2(a). Among cohabitors, is SES associated with the
transition to marriage and/or childbearing?

2(b). How does the association between relationship
happiness and these transitions differ by SES?

3(a). Among both cohabiting and married individ-
uals, is relationship happiness associated with
childbearing?

3(b). Are happy cohabiting individuals just as likely
to have a child as happily married individuals?

4. How does the association between relationship
happiness and transition to parenthood vary by
SES, and to what extent does this association differ
by partnership type?

Analytical approach
Data

We used the UKHLS, also known as Understanding
Society, a nationally representative, household-
based longitudinal survey (University of Essex
2019, 2020). The UKHLS began in 2009 with
approximately 40,000 households (51,000 individ-
uals) and has been conducted annually for eight
waves. We used the constructed retrospective and
prospective partnership histories, which capture
changes in partnership between waves (University
of Essex 2020). Respondents reported month of sep-
aration when their partner moved out between
waves, and if missing, we randomly imputed dates
within the approximately 12-month period. Unfortu-
nately, the UKHLS did not ask about relationship
happiness in every wave, which limited our ability
to examine changes in relationship happiness over
time. Instead, we could only observe relationship
happiness in the first wave of observation or the
first wave in which a couple begins cohabiting. Our
sample came from the waves which collected infor-
mation on relationship happiness (Waves 1, 3, and
5). To boost sample size, we included individuals
who had not been included in prior waves but had
formed new unions between waves, including repart-
nered people. In analyses presented in this paper, we
followed these samples for a maximum of three
years, although robustness checks following respon-
dents for two years or until last observation in the
survey (Wave 8 in 2016/17) did not usually result in
substantial differences.
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Our sample included heterosexual men and
women who answered the relationship happiness
questions, which were collected in a self-completion
questionnaire (on paper in Wave 1 and via computer
from Wave 3 onwards). The household full-interview
response rate was 57.3 per cent in Wave 1, and the
corresponding individual full-interview response
rate was 81.8 per cent. The individual reinterview
rate ranged from 72.4 per cent in Wave 2 to 82.0
per cent in Wave 7. Because the survey collected
information from all household members, we were
able to use information about partners, for
example whether the female partner was pregnant
and partner’s employment status. Unfortunately,
however, missing information on both partners’
answers to the relationship happiness question
resulted in a small sample size, meaning we were
unable to compare partners’ responses or conduct
dyadic analyses. However, we did take into account
clustering based on household ID in our analyses,
using the cluster command in Stata.

Methods

As discussed earlier, we are interested in examining
the intersection between relationship happiness,
economic indicators, and transitions to marriage
and childbearing. To answer our research questions,
we conducted two separate analyses. Although we
could have taken an approach that examined the
entire family formation trajectory, for example
sequence analysis, we were particularly interested
in the role of relationship happiness at different
stages of the process. In each analysis, we used com-
peting risk hazard models with different outcomes;
although we could argue that the outcomes are not
completely independent, in that an individual could
marry and then have a child, or have a child and
then marry, these outcomes do not occur simul-
taneously, thus the order of transitions is
independent.

For Analysis 1, we restricted our sample to unmar-
ried individuals who had been in a co-residential
partnership for up to three years, but did not yet
have a joint child, resulting in a sample size of n =
1,197. Prior studies in the UK have suggested that
most cohabiting couples marry or separate within
three years (Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). We then
used competing risk hazard models to estimate the
hazards of (1) marriage; (2) first conception within
the partnership; and (3) union dissolution. The
three event rates are equivalent to three competing
risks, which we modelled in a discrete-time

framework by estimating multinomial logistic
regressions using the sample of all person-months
in which respondents were at risk of experiencing
the event. The basic form of the model is:

eXP(Z,‘ xijtﬁjm)
Zlﬁil exp( Z,' XiitB k)

hi(m) = 1)

where h;(m) denotes the hazard that respondent i
will experience event m in month ¢. There are four
outcomes: marriage, conception, separation, and no
event in month « The coefficients x;; represent
respondent i’s values on a set of j potentially time-
varying covariates at time f. The f;,, are parameters
estimated from the data using maximum likelihood.
The m subscript on f;,, shows that a separate par-
ameter vector is estimated for each possible type of
event. The model is identified by constraining all
the elements in one such vector (the reference cat-
egory) to equal zero (e.g. fj; =0).

When the ‘no event’ category is the reference cat-
egory, the exponentiated parameters can be inter-
preted as the change in the relative risk of an event
due to a change in the associated control variable.
This is because the reference category is an extreme-
ly likely outcome. As a consequence, the denomi-
nators in the top and bottom terms that comprise
the relative risk ratio approach values of one, and
the relative risk ratio approaches a relative risk.

Respondents entered the risk set in the month fol-
lowing the interview when relationship happiness
was recorded. Respondents were censored when
they were no longer captured in the panel survey,
after three years of observation, or when they
turned 46 (the assumed end of a woman’s reproduc-
tive lifespan). People were censored after three years
because the majority of events happened in the first
few years and the event should be as close as possible
to the measurement of relationship happiness
(alternative specifications of censoring after two
years and no time limit (i.e. no censoring) are
shown in the supplementary material, section 1).
We backdated births nine months to time of con-
ception to reduce the confounding effect of preg-
nancy on relationship happiness.

For Analysis 2, we examined the transition to first
conception (or union dissolution) for both married
and cohabiting couples who had not yet had a child
together and who had been in the co-residential
relationship for up to three years (n=1,670).
Again, we used a discrete-time competing risk
hazard model, but with only two outcomes: (1)
birth and (2) separation. As for Analysis 1, censoring



occurred at the end of observation, after three years
of observation, or at age 46, and we backdated births
by nine months to time of conception. Because we
defined ‘no event’ as the reference category, the
model was able to estimate the net hazards of
either first conception or dissolution.

Variables

Relationship happiness. The main aim of this paper
is to investigate how relationship happiness is associ-
ated with individuals’ family transitions. People were
asked in the self-completion questionnaire: The
responses below represent different degrees of happi-
ness in your relationship. The middle point, ‘happy’,
represents the degree of happiness of most relation-
ships. Please select the number which best describes
the degree of happiness, all things considered, of
your relationship. The scale ranged from ‘1’
(extremely unhappy) to ‘7 (perfect). This question
came from the widely used and scientifically vali-
dated Dyadic Adjustment Scale (DAS) (Spanier
1976; Graham et al. 2006). Most people in our
samples reported being very happy or extremely
happy (about 24 and 38 per cent, respectively) with
their relationship, and around 15 per cent each
were in the happy and the perfect categories. Only
9.5 per cent of people reported their relationship as
extremely unhappy, fairly unhappy, or a little
unhappy; due to small numbers, we collapsed these
categories into a single category (unhappy).

Household income. The first indicator of socio-
economic well-being was the couple’s level of
income. People were asked about their monthly
income, and when this information was unavailable
it was estimated by the UKHLS team. The infor-
mation was net of income tax and national insurance
contributions. We used household income, which was
the sum from all household members. Household
income was subsequently equivalized using the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD) equivalence scale and con-
verted to 2015 prices. We then categorized the
respective samples into tertiles, based on the distri-
bution at the first wave of observation. Household
income was time varying and updated at subsequent
interviews.

Employment status. The second factor of socio-
economic well-being was employment status, which
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was also time varying. Respondents were asked
about their main economic activity. We categorized
this as employed (paid employment or self-
employed), unemployed, and non-employed (e.g.
full-time student, homemaker or caregiver, and
long-term sick or disabled). The same categories
were applied to Partner’s employment status, but
with an additional category (no information avail-
able) when the partner was not interviewed.

Education. The individual’s level of education was
the third indicator of socio-economic well-being.
Highest education was measured as the highest
level obtained up to the first interview, and
updated subsequently if it changed between waves.
It was categorized as higher (degree, other higher
degree), middle (A-level or similar), and lower
(GCSE or similar, other qualification, no qualifica-
tion). As found in prior studies (Conger et al.
2010), individuals with higher SES tended to be
happier with their relationship.

Sex. Sex was included as an important control vari-
able for explaining family transitions. We tested
whether the association between relationship happi-
ness, economic conditions, and family transitions dif-
fered by sex (see supplementary material, section 2);
any differences significant below the 0.10 level are
discussed in the text.

Partnership status. For Analysis 2, in which we
investigate transitions for both married and cohabit-
ing individuals, we controlled for whether the couple
was married or cohabiting. The partnership variable
was time varying and was updated if the respondent
married between waves.

Relationship duration. We included relationship
duration before the current wave, as relationship
happiness can decline over time. At the same time,
however, relationship duration is usually associated
with partnership stability. Relationship duration
was measured as number of years before current
interview. As mentioned earlier, we selected individ-
uals who were in a co-residential relationship of up
to three years.

Relationship history and Number of children
before relationship. We also controlled for previous
family formation, namely whether the respondent
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had ever experienced a co-residential relationship
and their number of children before the start of the
current union.

Other controls. Besides the factors already men-
tioned, we controlled for age, country, ethnicity,
and panel wave. Age was measured at the time of
the interview. Country referred to living in England
vs living in Scotland, Wales, or Northern Ireland,
and Ethnicity was dichotomized as White British vs
other. Lastly, Panel wave was categorical for Waves
1,3, and 5.

Results
Descriptives

Table 1 shows the unweighted frequencies, percen-
tages, means, and standard deviations for the vari-
ables examined in each of the analyses. In the
Analysis 1 sample, about 20 per cent transitioned
into marriage, 14 per cent conceived a child during
the period of analysis, and 26 per cent separated.
Another 40 per cent remained in cohabitation,
which is higher than expected, but may be due to
the relatively short follow-up of three years. In the
Analysis 2 sample, 20 per cent separated, 24 per
cent experienced a conception, and 55 per cent did
not experience either transition. Note that the unem-
ployed comprised a small proportion of both
samples, and nearly half of the sample members
were in the highest education group.

Analysis 1: Cohabiting couples’ transitions to
marriage, birth, or separation

First, we investigate whether relationship happiness
is associated with family transitions (RQ1). Note
that all couples had been living together for less
than three years and not yet had a child together.
Kaplan-Meier survival estimates (see supplemen-
tary material, section 3) indicate that those who
report being perfectly or extremely happy with
their relationship experience a higher rate of mar-
riage than those with lower reported levels of happi-
ness. Table 2 presents competing risk hazard models
including controls. The estimates from model 1 show
relative risk ratios that compare marriage, separ-
ation, and conception, relative to remaining in coha-
bitation. These ratios can be roughly interpreted as
relative risks because the outcome variables

represent rare outcomes: in the vast majority of
person-months, no event occurs. We immediately
see that, as in the Kaplan—Meier estimates, relation-
ship happiness is positively associated with marriage.
The risk of marriage is 57 per cent lower (p-value =
0.009) among those who are unhappy with their
relationship than among those who are extremely
happy. The marriage risk is 61 per cent (p-value <
0.001) lower for those who are happy with their
relationship and 54 per cent (p-value < 0.001) lower
for individuals who are very happy compared with
the extremely happy group. People who regard
their relationship as perfect are as likely to marry
as those who are extremely happy with their
relationship. Analyses with interaction terms for
sex indicate slight sex differences (supplementary
material, section 2); the difference between report-
ing an extremely happy or happy relationship for
marriage risks is larger for men than for women.
Relationship happiness seems largely unrelated to
the risk of conception. Those who are unhappy or
very happy with their relationship or who report
their relationship to be perfect do not differ signifi-
cantly (at the 0.10 or 0.05 level) in conception risk
from those who are extremely happy with their
relationship. However, among those who are happy
with their relationship, the conception risk is 54 per
cent lower than for those who are extremely happy.
Overall, these results indicate that the happiest coha-
bitors do not experience a higher risk of childbearing
than those with poor relationships; instead, the hap-
piest cohabitors are more likely to marry sooner.
Surprisingly, for those who are unhappy with their
relationship (p-value =0.064) and also those who
find their relationship to be perfect (p-value=
0.031), the separation risk is higher than for those
who are extremely happy with their relationship.
Additionally, there is a higher separation risk
among men who are happy with their relationship,
but not for women (supplementary material,
section 2). Robustness analyses indicate that when
we censor the data two years after the initial inter-
view, the very happy and happy groups experience
a higher separation risk than those who are extreme-
ly happy with their relationship, but the perfect
group does not. When we do not censor the data,
no relationship happiness category is related to sep-
aration risk (see supplementary material, section 1).
These findings indicate that the time frame is crucial
when studying the association between relationship
happiness and separation: relationship happiness is
most clearly related to separation in the short term.
Table 2 also addresses research question 2(a) and
provides weak evidence that economic insecurity is
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Relationship happiness and family transitions

Percentages, means, and standard deviations for transitions and independent variables for the two analysis

9

Analysis 1

Analysis 2

Transitions from childless

Transitions from childless

cohabitation or marriage (n =

cohabitation (n=1,197) 1,670)
N  Percentage Mean SD N  Percentage Mean SD

Transition

No transition 484 40.4 - - 924 553 - -

Marriage 236 19.7 - - - - - -

Conception 162 13.5 - - 405 243 - -

Separation 315 26.3 - - 341 204 - -
Relationship happiness (categorical)

Extremely unhappy 48 4.0 - - 69 4.1 - -

Fairly unhappy 24 2.0 - - 32 1.9 - -

A little unhappy 42 35 - - 57 34 - -

Happy 185 15.5 - - 238 143 - -

Very happy 290 24.2 - - 385 23.1 - -

Extremely happy 454 379 - - 630 37.7 - -

Perfect 154 12.9 - - 259 15.5 - -
Household income (tertiles)

Higher income 433 36.2 - - 617 371 - -

Middle income 403 33.7 - - 553 32.4 - -

Lower income 361 30.2 - - 500 30.5 - -
Employment status

Employed 1,027 85.8 - - 1437 86.1 - -

Unemployed 70 59 - - 97 5.8 - -

Non-employed 100 8.4 - - 136 8.1 - -
Partner’s employment status

Employed 959 80.1 - - 1,350 80.8 - -

Unemployed 75 6.3 - - 111 6.7 - -

Non-employed 83 6.9 - - 115 6.9 - -

No information available 80 6.7 - - 94 5.6 - -
Education

Higher 595 49.7 - - 878 52.6 - -

Middle 292 244 - - 371 222 - -

Lower 310 259 - - 421 252 - -
Sex

Female 679 56.7 - - 938 56.2 - -

Male 518 433 - - 732 43.8 - -
Partnership status

Cohabitation 1,197 100.0 - - 971 58.1 - -

Marriage 0 0.0 - - 699 41.9 - -
Relationship history

No previous relationship 724 60.5 - - 1,045 62.6 - -

Had previous relationship 473 39.5 - - 625 374 - -
No. of children before relationship (0-6) - - 0.4 0.9 0.4 0.9
Country of residence

England 990 82.7 - - 138 82.8 - -

Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland 207 17.3 - - 288 17.3 - -
Ethnicity

White British 1,033 86.3 - - 1,329 79.6 - -

Other 164 13.7 - - 341 20.4 - -
Age (16-45) - - 29.3 6.8 - - 30.0 6.8
Relationship duration before wave (0-3.9 years) - - 1.4 1.1 - - 1.6 1.1
Panel wave

Wave 1 901 753 - - 1,308 78.3 - -

Wave 3 193 16.1 - - 239 14.3 - -

(Continued)



10 Brienna Perelli-Harris and Niels Blom

Table 1 Continued.

Analysis 1

Analysis 2

Transitions from childless

Transitions from childless
cohabitation or marriage (n =

cohabitation (n=1,197) 1,670)
N  Percentage Mean SD N  Percentage Mean SD
Wave 5 103 8.6 - - 123 7.4 - -
Time to event or censoring (1-36 months) - - 184 11.7 - - 219 121

Notes: Ranges in parentheses. SD is the standard deviation.
Source: Authors’ analysis of UKHLS 2009-17.

associated with remaining in cohabitation relative to
marriage. It presents the models with all socio-econ-
omic variables (income, employment status, and
education) included simultaneously, but because
these variables are highly correlated, we also con-
ducted analyses with each indicator separately (see
supplementary material, section 4). Table 2 shows
that marriage risks for those in the lowest income
tertile are 37 per cent lower than for those in the

Table 2
models: Relative risk ratios, UK 2009-17

highest income tertile (p-value =0.091). When the
other socio-economic indicators are not included,
this is a 46 per cent lower risk (p-value =0.011).
Risks of marriage, separation, and conception are
similar among the unemployed and the employed.
When the other socio-economic factors are not
included, the marriage risk is lower among the
non-employed (p-value =0.069), and respondents’
separation risk is higher when they or their partner

Transitions from childless cohabitation to marriage, conception, or separation, from competing risk hazard

Analysis 1. Transitions from childless cohabitation to: Model 1

Marriage Conception Separation
RRR CIlower Clupper RRR ClIlower Clupper RRR Cllower CI upper

Relationship happiness

Unhappy 0.427 0.225 0.807 1.027 0.566 1.865 1.460 0.978 2.181

Happy 0.392 0.233 0.660 0.464 0.257 0.838 1.270 0.873 1.846

Very happy 0.461 0.320 0.664 0.859 0.580 1.274 1.264 0.923 1.732

Extremely happy Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Perfect 1.006 0.677 1.497 1.073 0.678 1.698 1.532 1.039 2.259
Household income (tertiles)

Higher income Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Middle income 0.760 0.518 1.115 0.902 0.537 1.517 0.813 0.579 1.140

Lower income 0.626 0.364 1.078 1.117 0.642 1.943 0.918 0.631 1.337
Employment status

Employed Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Unemployed 0.828 0.393 1.745 1.195 0.696 2.052 1.265 0.819 1.956

Non-employed 0.682 0.383 1.216 0.723 0.410 1.273 1.044 0.702 1.554
Partner’s employment status

Employed Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Unemployed 0.680 0.291 1.585 1.336 0.744 2.400 1.440 0.913 2272

Non-employed 1.115 0.651 1.908 0.988 0.537 1.818 1.221 0.776 1.922

No information available 0.620 0.341 1.128 1.067 0.581 1.960 1.098 0.750 1.606
Education

Higher Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Middle 0.805 0.560 1.157 1.424 0.905 2.242 0.890 0.657 1.206

Lower 0.929 0.618 1.397 1.474 0.948 2.290 1.085 0.797 1.476

Notes: Controlled for sex, relationship history, number of children before relationship, country, ethnicity, age, relationship duration, wave,
and t (baseline hazard of duration). RRR is the relative risk ratio; ‘Ref.’ refers to the reference category; ‘CI lower/upper’ are the lower/

upper limits of the 95 per cent confidence interval.
Source: As for Table 1.



are unemployed (p-values = 0.080 and 0.045, respect-
ively). Additional analyses (supplementary material,
section 2) indicate sex differences: men’s unemploy-
ment reduces marriage risks, whereas women’s
unemployment and non-employment increase mar-
riage risks; however, these findings are based on
very low numbers of observations.

Opverall, education is not significantly related to
marriage and separation (Table 2). However, the
conception risk is 47 per cent higher among the
lower educated (p-value =0.085). This rises to a 58
per cent higher conception risk when household
income and (partner’s) employment status are not
included (p-value =0.042; supplementary material,
section 4). Models without relationship happiness
(supplementary material, section 5) show similar
associations between each socio-economic indicator
and family transitions, suggesting that relationship
happiness is not mediating these associations, but
that the highly educated are more likely to postpone
childbearing within cohabitation relative to their less
educated counterparts.

Other controls in the model are associated with
the outcomes largely as expected (see supplemen-
tary material, section 6). Having been in a previous
partnership increases the risk of conception (p-
value = 0.025), but is not related to marriage and sep-
aration risks. Those living in UK countries other than
England experience higher conception risks within
cohabitation (p-value =0.063). Among White
British, the marriage risk is lower (p-value =0.036),
as is the separation risk (p-value =0.090), compared
with people from other ethnic backgrounds. Younger
cohabitors experience higher risks of both separating
(p-value =0.004) and conceiving (p-value <0.001).
However, sex, relationship duration, and number
of children before the relationship are not signifi-
cantly associated with the three outcomes. The base-
line hazard of duration (t) since the first observation
(when relationship happiness was measured) is not
significantly associated with marriage and con-
ception, but follows a linear specification for separ-
ation (p-value < 0.001).

To answer research question 2(b), we used inter-
actions to test whether the association between
relationship happiness and family transitions differ
by SES (supplementary material, section 7). Due to
the small number of unemployed individuals and
their partners in our sample, we do not show inter-
actions between employment status and relationship
happiness. The interactions between relationship
happiness and household income are not significant
for marriage, conception, or separation. Thus, for
income, the results provide no support for the idea
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that relationship happiness among the disadvan-
taged leads to conception rather than marriage. For
education, small differences are found in which the
lower educated reporting a perfect relationship are
at higher risk of conceiving (p-value =0.085) and
lower risk of separation (p-value =0.074) compared
with their more highly educated counterparts. Con-
sidering the large number of categories, we con-
densed the categories of relationship happiness and
education in robustness analyses (supplementary
material, section 8). These analyses indicate that
any significant interactions regarding relationship
happiness and education are not robust. We there-
fore conclude that relationship happiness is similarly
associated with marriage, conception, and separation
risks among all cohabitors, irrespective of an individ-
ual’s SES.

Analysis 2: Partnered (both married and
cohabiting) couples’ transitions to parenthood
or separation

To answer question 3(a), Table 3 shows the risks of
conception and separation for those living in a part-
nership, whether married or cohabiting, by relation-
ship happiness. Note that all couples had been living
together for less than three years and not yet had a
child together. Similar to Analysis 1, the conception
risk is 36 per cent lower for those who are happy with
their relationship compared with those who are
extremely happy (p-value =0.021). Furthermore, as
seen in model 2, the separation risk is 56 per cent
higher (p-value = 0.022) for those who are unhappy
and 50 per cent higher (p-value =0.032) for those
who regard their relationship to be perfect than for
individuals who are extremely happy with their
relationship. Similar to Analysis 1, these estimates
are no longer significant when we do not censor
the observations (supplementary material, section
1). Again, when we censor two instead of three
years after the initial interview, people who are
unhappy, happy, or very happy (but not those in
the perfect category) experience a higher separation
risk than those who are extremely happy with their
relationship.

In contrast to the weak relationship between
relationship happiness and childbearing, Table 3
shows that marriage is strongly associated with child-
bearing: the risk of conception is more than 2.6 times
higher for married individuals than cohabiting indi-
viduals (p-value < 0.001). As expected, married indi-
viduals also experience an 87 per cent lower risk of
separation than cohabiting couples (p-value <



Table 3 Transitions from childless cohabitation or marriage to conception or separation, from competing risk hazard models: Relative risk ratios, UK 2009-17

Analysis 2. Transitions from childless cohabitation or marriage to:

Model 2 Model 3
Conception Separation Conception Separation
RRR CI lower CI upper RRR CI lower CI upper RRR CI lower CI upper RRR CI lower CI upper

Relationship happiness

Unhappy 0.922 0.620 1.370 1.558 1.066 2271 1.105 0.610 2.003 1.449 0.971 2.161

Happy 0.642 0.442 0.935 1.261 0.877 1.813 0.505 0.277 0.921 1.250 0.861 1.815

Very happy 0.965 0.748 1.246 1.253 0.922 1.704 0.879 0.586 1.319 1.254 0.915 1.718

Extremely happy Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Perfect 0.974 0.725 1.308 1.497 1.034 2.165 1.152 0.729 1.820 1.481 1.004 2.183
Partnership status

Cohabitation Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Married 2.601 1.990 3.399 0.126 0.079 0.203 2.568 1.801 3.660 0.107 0.044 0.258
Relationship happiness x Partnership status

Unhappy x Married - - - - - - 0.728 0.338 1.569 2121 0.622 7232

Happy x Married - - - - - - 1.574 0.727 3.412 1.106 0.253 4.832

Very happy x Married - - - - - - 1.185 0.712 1.971 0.932 0.246 3.526

Perfect x Married - - - - - - 0.780 0.433 1.405 1.180 0.318 4384
Household income (tertiles)

Higher income Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Middle income 0.738 0.545 0.999 0.922 0.667 1.274 0.735 0.543 0.995 0.920 0.666 1.271

Lower income 0.712 0.482 1.051 1.032 0.726 1.467 0.711 0.481 1.052 1.027 0.722 1.460
Employment status

Employed Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Unemployed 1.161 0.754 1.788 1.200 0.790 1.821 1.164 0.755 1.794 1.205 0.792 1.833

Non-employed 0.741 0.488 1.125 0.987 0.671 1.453 0.741 0.488 1.124 0.990 0.673 1.457
Partner’s employment status

Employed Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Unemployed 1.468 0.965 2.234 1.336 0.867 2.060 1.445 0.949 2.200 1.347 0.873 2.077

Non-employed 0.964 0.625 1.484 1.313 0.865 1.992 0.954 0.618 1.473 1.324 0.872 2.011

No information available 1.202 0.799 1.806 1.054 0.723 1.537 1.206 0.802 1.815 1.059 0.727 1.544
Education

Higher Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - - Ref. - -

Middle 1.008 0.756 1.345 0.890 0.662 1.195 1.011 0.757 1.350 0.892 0.664 1.197

Lower 1.294 0.982 1.706 1.012 0.751 1.363 1.291 0.980 1.702 1.012 0.751 1.363

Notes: Controlled for sex, relationship history, number of children before relationship, country, ethnicity, age, relationship duration, wave, and ¢ (baseline hazard of duration). RRR is the relative risk ratio;
‘Ref.’ refers to the reference category; ‘CI lower/upper’ are the lower/upper limits of the 95 per cent confidence interval.

Source: As for Table 1.
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0.001). An interaction term between partnership
status and relationship happiness (model 3) is not
significant at the 0.05 or 0.10 levels, indicating that
relationship happiness is similarly (un)important
for childbearing or separation among cohabitors
and married couples. This is also the case when the
relationship quality categories are condensed (sup-
plementary material, section 8). The results of the
interaction term indicate that first birth rates for
cohabitors with higher relationship happiness are
not similar to those of happily married individuals
(RQ3(b)). Thus, on average, relationship happiness
does not help to explain childbearing within
cohabitation.

Results regarding the socio-economic indicators
and conception (RQ4) are mixed. Middle- and
lower-income individuals experience 26 and 29 per
cent lower conception risks, respectively, than
people with higher incomes (p-values=0.050 and
0.087; Table 3, model 2). Note that the income gradi-
ent may exist because the sample included married
couples who had postponed marriage until finan-
cially secure and then rapidly transitioned to parent-
hood after marriage. When the other SES indicators
are not included (supplementary material, section 4),
conception risks are 31 per cent lower (p-value =
0.039) among those with middle income, but esti-
mates for the lowest income group are not signifi-
cant. Those whose partner is unemployed
experience a 1.5 times higher risk of conception (p-
value = 0.073; models without other SES indicators,
RRR =1.639, p-value=0.041), while those with
lower education experience a 1.3 times higher risk
of conception (p-value=0.067). However, the
associations between conception and income, part-
ner’s employment, and education are not robust to
models censoring observations after two years or at
the end of the observation period (supplementary
material, section 1). The SES indicators are also
not significantly related to separation.

Most of the controls are not significant (sup-
plementary material, section 6), with the exception
that a previous relationship increases the risk of sep-
aration by 32 per cent (p-value = 0.055); having chil-
dren from a previous relationship reduces the risk of
conception by 19 per cent per child (p-value = 0.026);
living in UK countries other than England increases
the risk of conception by 37 per cent (p-value =
0.054); and age decreases the risks of both separation
and conception (p-values<0.001 and=0.001,
respectively). Interactions between relationship hap-
piness and SES are not significant (see supplemen-
tary material, section 7 and, for reduced categories,
section §8). Note that interactions between
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(partner’s) unemployment and conception or separ-
ation were not estimated, because the number of
transitions among the unemployed was very small.
Our last research question (RQ4) asked whether
relationship happiness is differentially associated
with conception depending on both SES and part-
nership type (a three-way interaction term). We
combined the middle and lower educated for parsi-
mony, and because their coefficients were very
similar in prior analyses. As shown in the supplemen-
tary material (section 7, Figure 2), married couples’
relationship happiness does not increase their risk
of conception, regardless of educational level or
household income. In contrast, it appears that
among low/middle-educated cohabitors, but not
more highly educated cohabitors, higher relationship
happiness increases the risk of conception. Only
some relationship happiness categories, however,
are significant at the 0.05 level: for example, the con-
ception risk for perfectly happy cohabitors is higher
than for those who describe their relationship as
happy (p-value =0.015; results not shown). Thus,
because the trends overall are not robust, we
cannot conclude that relationship happiness
increases conception risk among the low/middle edu-
cated. The patterns are even less clear when differ-
ences by household income are investigated
(supplementary material, section 7, Figure 2).

Conclusion

As in many Western countries, cohabitation in the
UK has rapidly increased over the past few
decades, raising questions about whether cohabita-
tion is a substitute for marriage. Here, we found
that this was not the case, on average: cohabitors
with happier relationships were much quicker to
marry, suggesting that marriage continues to rep-
resent the preferred type of relationship for the
British population. The results suggest that cohabi-
tors who reported they were extremely or perfectly
happy with their relationship experienced higher
risks of marriage than those who were very happy
or in a lower happiness category. If official marriage
was ‘just a piece of paper’, as some have suggested
(Berrington et al. 2015), we would expect no associ-
ation between relationship happiness and marriage.
But our findings indicate that on average the hap-
piest couples marry before childbearing.

These results are in line with qualitative research,
which has continued to highlight the importance of
marriage as a symbol of meaningful relationships in
British society. Focus group participants generally
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agreed that marriage signals ‘the ultimate commit-
ment’ and is ‘a real statement’ (Berrington et al.
2015). While some participants said that cohabitors
could be as committed as married couples, the
overall opinion was that marriage represents a differ-
ent type of bond. Here we studied relationship hap-
piness and not commitment, but we found that
marriage is a way of expressing the quality of the
relationship. Those who perceived their relation-
ships as happier than the average couple married
more quickly and did not linger in cohabitation.
The distinct cut-off for those who reported being
extremely or perfectly happy suggests that individ-
uals may need to achieve a relationship happiness
bar in order to transition into marriage. This bar is
analogous to the economic or wealth bar for mar-
riage (Edin and Kefalas 2005; McLanahan and
Percheski 2008; Gibson-Davis et al. 2018; Ishizuka
2018), a concept suggesting that standards associated
with marriage have become more difficult to achieve.
As the social expectation for marriage recedes, only
those with the highest quality relationships end up
marrying.

The average association between relationship hap-
piness and childbearing, therefore, does not appear
to be direct, but instead goes through marriage. In
general, we found no association between relationship
happiness and conceiving a child within cohabitation,
except for the happy group, which according to the
questionnaire, ‘represents the degree of happiness of
most relationships’. We found that the happiest indi-
viduals were more likely to marry, and married individ-
uals were more likely to go on to have children,
regardless of happiness level. In our childbearing
analysis (Analysis 2), relationship happiness was
again not significant, except for the happy group,
whose conception risks were lower. In addition, the
interaction term between partnership type and
relationship happiness was not significant, but the mar-
riage coefficient continued to be significant. This indi-
cates that at all levels of happiness, birth risks are
higher for married individuals, again suggesting the
importance of marriage in childbearing.

The associations between SES and marriage
weakly confirmed previous findings that childbear-
ing within cohabitation is associated with a pattern
of disadvantage (Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). Cohabi-
tors with lower incomes were less likely to marry,
although the association was not strong, and cohabi-
tors with the highest level of education were more
likely to postpone childbearing in cohabitation, as
found in prior studies (Mikolai et al. 2018). Most of
the interaction terms between relationship happiness
and SES, however, were not significant, suggesting

that the happiest low-SES couples were more likely
to marry than the least happy low-SES couples.

Opverall, the results show that relationship happi-
ness is a more important predictor for marriage
than economic situation. However, our study found
little evidence that relationship quality is the main
factor behind childbearing within cohabitation. The
study cannot explain the high percentage of births
within cohabitation in the UK, even among those
with lower education. Other unmeasured factors
are prompting people to have children within coha-
bitation. It is also important to keep in mind that
some cohabitors may not even deliberately decide
to have a child but may experience an unplanned
pregnancy (Sassler and Miller 2017).

Our study was not without limitations. First, as
mentioned earlier, relationship quality is a complex
construct, which can fluctuate and decline over
time (Lavner and Bradbury 2010; James 2015). Our
analyses captured relationship happiness at a single
point in time, but more refined measures may
produce different results, especially since prior
studies have suggested that the deterioration in
relationship quality differs across groups (Lavner
and Bradbury 2010). Second, because the UKHLS
does not include an indicator for whether the
couple is engaged, we could not analyse plans to
marry which could potentially improve couples’ hap-
piness, resulting in reverse causality. Third, although
the UKHLS is one of the largest surveys in the
world, restricting our analysis to cohabitors who
had been in a partnership for up to three years
resulted in a small sample with relatively few tran-
sitions. Such a small sample size may produce non-
significant results that could become significant
with a larger sample size. This is particularly impor-
tant for conclusions related to the disadvantaged:
for example, a larger sample may reveal that
relationship happiness prompts marriage among
high-income individuals more than among low-
income individuals.

Despite these limitations, our findings provide
new insights into family processes. Prior studies on
the association between relationship quality and
partnership type have often assumed that cohabiting
and married individuals are fundamentally different.
Here we have shown that these two union types are
instead part of a process of partnership formation,
with happier cohabitors transitioning into marriage
before a first birth. Our study implies that relation-
ship happiness leads to marriage, rather than mar-
riage being defined by or causing higher
relationship happiness, although as just noted, we
cannot definitively rule out reverse causality.



Nonetheless, it is important for family researchers to
avoid comparing the relationship quality of these
two union types directly and to recognize that coha-
bitation is often a step on the path to marriage,
especially for those with high-quality relationships.

Finally, recent work by demographers has focused
primarily on socio-economic factors and family tran-
sitions; however, it is important to acknowledge that
overall, relationship happiness appears to be most
salient for transitions into marriage. Relationship hap-
piness is important for explaining childbearing among
low-educated cohabiting couples, but their risk of con-
ception is still lower than for low-educated married
couples. Also keep in mind that after childbearing, sep-
aration rates are higher for low-SES cohabiting
couples than married couples (Musick and Michel-
more 2018), which suggests that relationship happiness
may deteriorate more rapidly among cohabitors, even
those who are parents. Therefore, in order to promote
stable families, future research needs to consider the
role of relationship happiness, as well as other under-
lying psychological and social factors which lead to
poor relationship outcomes after childbearing.
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