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Trends in Marriage

and Cohabitation

Bahira Sherif Trask and Julie M. Koivunen

As the United States becomes increasingly diverse, individuals of varying
backgrounds are interacting and negotiating issues that even 30 years

ago most people assumed to be clear-cut. In the family arena, one of the most
complicated and controversial topics today is marriage. There is little general
agreement about who should be permitted to marry (heterosexuals versus
homosexuals), the steps leading up to marriage (sexuality, cohabitation, and
out-of-wedlock births), and expectations once married (children, gender
roles, work versus family, and divorce).

While marriage and its conceptualization have become much more con-
tentious, it remains a significant institution in the United States. Although
some observe a retreat from marriage in the United States, demographics
indicate that marriage has not lost its powerful ideological significance
(Cherlin, 2004). The United States leads the rest of the industrialized
world in terms of marriage rates and, according to the U.S. Census Bureau,
approximately 90 percent of Americans will eventually marry. What has
changed, however, is that individuals are waiting longer to marry, they
may cohabit at some point, and they may divorce with greater ease. 

Recent research indicates that across races, ethnicities, and sexual orien-
tations, the ideal of marriage remains significant to a majority of both men
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and women but that members of some racial and ethnic groups may not
always have access to appropriate marital partners (Crowder & Tolnay,
2000). Nonetheless, the attributes of marriage are changing. Historically,
marriage signified the formation of a new household unit, the initiation of
a sexual relationship, and the birth of children. With the increasing social
acceptance of premarital sex, cohabitation, childbirth outside of marriage,
and same-sex partnerships, the fundamental aspects of this institution have
been separated and, for some, redefined.

The problems of what marriage is and of how individuals of different
races, ethnicities, sexual orientations, and educational and class back-
grounds perceive and practice marriage is more complex than is often
acknowledged. Anthropologists have long documented that some form of
a marital relationship, a public acknowledgment of a couple’s relationship,
exists in all societies. As such, marriage takes on multiple forms. But this
cross-cultural knowledge is rarely acknowledged in the family literature.
Studies and discussions about marriage center on the definition and legal
aspects of marriage and often ignore that marriage is a societal institution
that is dynamic and subject to change over time. Furthermore, the hetero-
geneity of the U.S. population coupled with significant regional differences
suggests that individuals of different ages and backgrounds may have quite
varied perceptions of marriage. Who we believe to be appropriate and
inappropriate partners and what we believe to be acceptable or unaccept-
able behaviors with respect to the marital process are the products of
multiple factors including our families, culture, religion, media, social con-
tacts, and various other pervasive factors such as technology and globaliza-
tion. Furthermore, our own outlook may change as a result of personal
experiences and the ever-shifting nature of our culture. This explains, at
least in part, why as a society we are surrounded by a complex and variable
array of attitudes and values with respect to the definition, meaning, and
utility of marriage.

The Issue of Sample Populations

Up to this point, there is scant research examining the links between cultural
diversity and marriage. The problem central to the study of all aspects of cul-
turally diverse families is also inherent in the marriage literature. The major
focus of marital research has focused on White European American families
with some recent contrasting work on African Americans. The findings have
then been generalized to the rest of the U.S. population (Bean, Crane, &
Lewis, 2002; McLoyd, Cauce, Takeuchi, & Wilson, 2000).
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Despite the changing demographics of our society and the awareness in
the scholarly community of the implications of these changes, there is a sig-
nificant dearth of work on marriage among various Hispanic, Asian, and
Indian American families (McLoyd et al., 2000). Other culturally diverse
peoples such as Armenians, Arabs, Turks, and Eastern Europeans are sub-
sumed under the census heading “White non-Hispanic,” and are, thus, often
not specifically accounted for in marital research. Scholarship on marriage
often glosses over class and ethnic differences by concentrating on racial
categories instead of delineating the specific population that may be under
study. For example, we also know very little about the relationship between
religion and marriage. The reliance on racial typologies serves to subsume
these complex fundamental differences that could give us a very different
picture of how marriage is conceptualized and practiced in different groups.

This lack of differentiation leads to generalizations, even about White
families, and misses the many meanings and practices of marriage that
coexist in our society. The following discussion of cohabitation and mar-
riage reflects some of the biases in the literature. This chapter concentrates
on issues of demographics, cohabitation, marital quality, same-sex rela-
tionships, power, communication, and divorce. A more nuanced discussion
of gender roles and the division of household labor is found in the follow-
ing chapter on the relationship between work and family.

Demographics

The bulk of research on the relationship between cultural diversity and mar-
riage has focused on trends in structural changes of families among various
racial groups. Of particular interest has been the overall decline in the rate of
marriage and later age at first marriage accompanied by the phenomenon of
higher proportions of unwed mothers, higher percentages of mother-only
or father-only families, and higher numbers of families living in poverty
(McLoyd et al., 2000).

The census breakdown by racial and ethnic group indicates an uneven
distribution with respect to marriage trends. In 2001, approximately 62 per-
cent of non-Hispanic Whites and Asians, 60 percent of Hispanics, and
42 percent of African Americans were married (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001).
Statistics for the same year indicate that 8 percent of Black men and
7 percent of Black women aged 55 and older had never married, in contrast
to White men at 4 percent and White women also at 4 percent. Among
Asians, approximately 2 percent of men and 6 percent of women were
unmarried, while Latinos were at 5 percent for men and 7 percent for
women.
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Much of the research on marriage and cultural diversity has focused on
trends among African American families. Since 1970, these patterns include
the decline in two-parent families from 68 percent in 1970 to 42 percent in
2000, the doubling of divorce rates, and a rise in the proportion of children
being brought up in single-parent households (Teachman, Tedrow, &
Crowder, 2000). In terms of age of marriage, African Americans tend to
marry later and have higher rates of divorce than Whites (Sweeney &
Phillips, 2004). Furthermore, parental status does not play a role: The mar-
riage gap between Whites and Blacks remains equally strong whether or not
a Black woman has children.

Recent scholarship points primarily to demographic and economic expla-
nations for these trends. Currently there are a disproportionate number of
African American women available in relation to men, especially during the
marital age bracket of 20–49 years, the time when women are most likely
to marry. Based on an economic explanation, Black women are not marry-
ing because there is a lack of eligible partners; that is, those who have an
education and a job. Changes in the labor market have created unfavorable
employment conditions that prohibit men from becoming economic providers
and, thus, make them less eligible on the marriage market (Ooms, 2002). It
is important to note that African Americans are not against marriage, and
in fact hold strong marital ideals. Instead, differences in marital patterns are
determined primarily by economic differences among various groups.
Among African Americans, marital patterns closely correlate to class. Middle-
class and upper-class families are much more likely to be headed by a
married, usually dual-income, husband-wife team (Hirschl, Altobelli, &
Rank, 2003; White & Rogers, 2000).

Notable in the marital literature is that family demographers have given
considerable attention to differences in marriage rates between Black and
White women but not to the race gap between Black and White men (Raley,
2002). Yet, the gap with respect to being unmarried is considerably smaller
for Black men at 16 percent than for Black women at 26.9 percent (Raley,
2002, p. 774). Possible explanations include that men still have an easier
time finding marriage partners due to power differentials that exist in our
society with respect to gender differences and marriageability.

Statistically, some similar trends are found among Latinos: There has
been a significant increase in female-headed families, to about 31.2 percent
of all Latino families in 1998; they are less likely to be married than Whites
or Asians; a single parent is more likely to be the head of the household; and
they are more likely to become parents at younger ages. These trends, how-
ever, are not consistent among Latino subgroups. Instead, we find a great
deal of variation across class and national origin. For example, female-
headed households are twice as common among Puerto Rican Americans as
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they are among Mexican and Cuban Americans. Interestingly, Cuban
women tend to be older than their other Hispanic counterparts when having
children and have the lowest fertility rates (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001).

Another change in the Hispanic population is the projected future com-
position of this group. Presently, about 40 percent is foreign-born due to
patterns of increasing immigration (Suro & Passel, 2003). However, over
the next few years, fertility will begin to supersede immigration as the basis
for Hispanic population growth. This trend indicates that it will become
increasingly important to study generational differences as well as attitudes
toward marriage and the process of assimilation, such as intermarriage, across
generational lines.

When it comes to Asian American families, it is equally difficult to dis-
cuss general trends. While the average Asian American household contains
3.3 members (in contrast to White households that average 2.5 members
and Hispanic households at 3.5), there is much variation depending on
group. For example, on average, Vietnamese households are estimated at
4.0, while other Southeast Asian households such as those of Cambodians,
Hmong, and Laotians contain approximately 5.1 persons. These figures stand
in contrast to figures for Japanese Americans who have an average of only
2.5 members per household (McLoyd et al., 2000). Larger household size
among Asian Americans is correlated with the presence of extended family
members such as grandparents, cousins, aunts, and uncles. These individu-
als play important roles in these families but are often ignored in both
research and policy decisions, since they do not fit a Eurocentric notion of
who constitutes the core family.

Other distinguishing features of Asian American families are that the
women in them tend to be foreign-born, have a higher average educational
level than women in families of other groups, and are the least likely to have
a child outside of marriage. These trends are likely to be interrelated and may
explain the low incidence of out-of-wedlock births among Asian Americans.
However, as Southeast Asian women are having more children than either
Chinese or Japanese Americans, the demographic picture of Asian Americans
will change. Notable also is that South Asian Indian Americans, while play-
ing an increasingly significant role in certain facets of U.S. culture, are sub-
sumed under the Asian category, even though their religious affiliations are
usually Hindu and Muslim, which indicates that, at times, they may exhibit
different cultural patterns in marital and family customs.

Indian American families are probably the most understudied group by
family scientists. Currently about 62 percent of families are maintained
by married couples, 30 percent by women with no husband living in the
household, and 2 percent by men with no wife present. Almost 24 percent
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of children, similar to those in Black and Asian households, live in extended
families (Fields, 2003). Beyond these census figures, we know virtually noth-
ing about the dynamics of marriages among the various Indian American
groups.

Theoretical Approaches Used to
Understand Cohabitation and Marriage

Much of the research on marriage is dominated either explicitly or implicitly
by a structuralist perspective and concepts of social exchange. Structuralism,
which gained its greatest momentum in the 1960s, advocates that role distri-
bution, and specifically clearly defined gender roles, is a fundamental aspect
of marriage. While this perspective has dropped out of favor in recent years,
implicit assumptions about appropriate roles and tasks continue to pervade
much of the marriage literature.

Social Exchange Theory

Recently, cohabitation and marriage have been studied much more
extensively from a social exchange perspective. The central component of
this approach assumes that human behavior is fundamentally self-interested
and that interactions with others are sought primarily to maximize rewards
and minimize costs. From this perspective, cohabiting and marital relation-
ships are based on levels of attraction, the availability of alternative rela-
tionships, and dependence between the partners (Sabatelli & Ripoll, 2004).
Social and cultural elements influence both the types of resources that part-
ners bring to their relationship and also what is seen as a fair or advanta-
geous exchange. Relationships become unstable when the exchange becomes
uneven; that is, when one or both partners feel that they are not maximiz-
ing their rewards and they are not as dependent on one another (Carroll, Knapp,
& Holman, 2005).

Feminist Theories or Frameworks

In the field of marriage research, new directions have been proposed
primarily through feminist theorizing. Feminist analysis has served to reveal
aspects of marriage that remained hidden with more traditional positivist
approaches (Thompson, 1993). For example, feminists advocate that tradi-
tional marriages with a homemaker wife and breadwinner husband serve to
reinforce the patriarchal order; prevent women from being acknowledged
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for their contributions to the family, the community, and the larger society;
and often have negative consequences for women with respect to financial,
emotional, and physical factors (Blaisure & Allen, 1995).

Feminist approaches have also allowed researchers to pursue the ques-
tion of why certain forms of social organization continue to dominate and
why mainstream practices may not represent the voices of all members of
our society. Through feminist analysis, we now know that there is a great
deal of variation in cohabiting and marital behaviors between and within
groups. We also now recognize that we are only at the beginning of under-
standing the impact of these differences on the larger society and for indi-
vidual couples.

Cohabitation

Since the 1970s there has been a great deal of scholarly debate about the
role of cohabitation with respect to marriage. Is cohabitation a stage in the
courtship process leading to marriage, or is it a separate institution function-
ing as an alternative to marriage? However, while similar on the surface,
cohabitation and marriage are not the same phenomenon. Cohabitation is a
shared union between two individuals based on private feelings. Marriage is
a public institution governed by overt rules and laws about the rights and
responsibilities of its members. Framing the debate as a unified concept
diverts attention from the multitude of cohabiting experiences that can
encompass same-sex couples, young college-age students, middle-aged indi-
viduals with children, and older adults. Furthermore, cohabitation may range
from a short-term arrangement to a long-term union with all the shared eco-
nomic and parenting responsibilities that are present in marriage.

Based on a racial breakdown, African Americans and Indian Americans
are most likely to cohabit with rates at about 17 percent for each group.
The lowest rates of cohabitation are found among Asian Americans at
about 5 percent while Whites are at about 8.2 percent and Latinos at 12.2
percent (Simmons & O’Connell, 2003). These statistics, however, mask a
multitude of interrelated complicated issues with respect to why different
groups exhibit such dramatically varied behaviors.

Patterns of Cohabitation

Current research indicates that three-quarters of cohabiting women
expect to marry their partners (Manning & Smock, 2002); however, only
about one-third of those living together marry within a three-year time
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period (Bumpass, 1995). Research also indicates that patterns of cohabita-
tion and marriage differ among different groups. For example, Whites who
cohabit are much more likely to marry than are Blacks. Two-thirds of White
cohabiting women eventually marry their partners, while only 10 percent
of cohabiting Black women do (Manning & Smock, 1995). Furthermore,
should a pregnancy result, Whites are much more likely to marry than are
Blacks (Manning, 1993). Interestingly, employment plays a role in marriage
decisions too. For example, if both individuals in a Black couple are work-
ing, they are more likely to marry. The same is not true in White couples,
specifically if the woman is not working (Manning & Smock, 1995). 

These findings suggest that cohabitation has different meanings among
Whites and Blacks; among Whites it is often a transitional step to marriage,
while among some Blacks it functions as a substitute for marriage. Similar
findings have been found among certain Hispanic groups. For example,
Puerto Rican women tend to view cohabitation as a substitute for marriage.
These findings, however, need to be contextualized. Research indicates that
many Black and Latino women, in particular, place a high value on mar-
riage and feel that cohabitation is morally wrong. This would indicate that
there are other factors than race and ethnicity at work in the decision to
cohabitate. While often ignored, the economic situation of couples con-
tributes immensely to the choice of cohabitation over marriage. Economic
opportunities for men and skewed sex ratios in populations where there are
more women than men seem to contribute to the phenomenon of higher
cohabitation rates among certain racial and ethnic groups.

Research on this topic for other ethnic and cultural groups is virtually
nonexistent. Since so many Asian cultures do not favor cohabitation, it
would be instructive to examine if there are class variations among these
groups as well.

Gender Roles and Marital 
Quality in Marriage

Most research on gender roles, marital quality, and marital processes among
culturally diverse marriages has been on White and Black families. We are
only now beginning to see some interest in marriage scholarship on Latinos,
and research on Asian Americans remains scarce at best. In fact, as McLoyd
et al. (2000) point out, statistical differences between Asian Americans and
other groups are often explained through cultural interpretations that have
not been verified through systematic empirical observations.
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Division of Labor

One of the most popular discussions in terms of gender and the family
involves the division of labor in the home. Research on racial differences in
gender roles reveals differences between African American and White men
with respect to their participation in household work. For example, John
and Shelton (1997) report that African American men spend an average of
21.7 hours per week engaged in housework, while White men spend an aver-
age of 17.8 hours per week participating in household labor. This finding is
supported by other authors who report that Black men participate more
frequently in childcare and household work than do White men (Blee &
Tickamyer, 1995). The increase in Black men’s participation may be attrib-
uted to the belief of African American women that their employment outside
the home is part of their familial obligation, and thus the men are expected
to participate evenly in household tasks as well (Piotrkowski & Hughes,
1993). Different life experiences in White and Black families may account
for differences in gender roles and gender attitudes as well as the more equi-
table participation in household labor in African American marriages.

Marital Dynamics and Communication

There have been various studies that have documented the differences in
gender roles and housework participation in different cultures. In one study,
Lim (1997) examined working Korean women’s experiences in attempting
to decrease the unequal division of labor in the home. The author suggests
that “a sense of unfairness develops when they feel their lives relatively more
burdened than their husbands’. With a sense of injustice, wives attempt to
change the unequal division of family work by demand or appeal to their
husbands” (p. 41). Despite the tendency for more traditional gender roles
in Korean culture, the women respectfully challenged gender inequality
within the home through expressing their opinions and a growing sense of
entitlement.

In another study that addresses cultural differences in marital dynamics,
Hampson, Beavers, and Hulgus (1990) discuss different interactional
patterns in White, Black, and Mexican American families. They argue that
their findings are “consistent with and supportive of the hypothesis that any
differences found between ethnic groups are likely to be differences in style
of structure or interaction rather than differences in competence or health”
(p. 316). They report in their study that Black families expressed fewer feel-
ings and thoughts in a verbally direct or clear manner and were higher in
sanctioning the expression of positive over negative feelings as compared to
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White or Mexican American families. Also, Mexican American families
were more likely than White or Black families to allow the most expression
of dependency needs and to emphasize emotional bonding between family
members (Hampson et al., 1990).

The authors believe their findings may be useful for a greater under-
standing of marital and familial dynamics among those from different eth-
nic backgrounds. Further, their data “encourage the view that for families
of all ethnic backgrounds, subtle ethnic and social class differences exist,
and imposing one’s own ethnically influenced standards regarding clarity
of expression, autonomy, egalitarianism, and even sex-role standards may
limit efficacy” and be detrimental to a greater understanding of these dif-
ferent cultures (Hampson et al., 1990, p. 318).

Marital Quality Over Time

Over the past 25 years, research on marriage has been dominated by an
emphasis on marital quality and observable patterns of interactions between
couples. Much of this research has concentrated on identifying causes of mar-
ital conflict in order to help stabilize marriages (Gottman & Notarius, 2000).
Marital quality is conceptualized as being composed of two primary factors—
marital stability and marital satisfaction. These two components have been
studied since the early 1940s, initially through self reporting on large-scale
surveys and more recently through clinical observation (Carroll et al., 2005).
It is important to note that the early studies on marital quality focused exclu-
sively on White middle-class heterosexual samples, thus skewing interpreta-
tions of marital behavior among diverse groups.

In describing contemporary marriages, spousal satisfaction and relation-
ship stability have remained the key factors in analyses (Karney & Bradbury,
1995). While observational research on marriages has yielded fascinating
descriptions of marital interactions and marital problems, the marriage field
is plagued by a lack of information about the underlying factors that influ-
ence marital processes and outcomes among various groups.

Marital Quality and the 
Transition to Parenthood

While changing societal trends in employment, gender equality, and
income levels affect marital quality over time, other factors that relate to
marital dynamics and interactions also may affect levels of marital satis-
faction. For example, a study by Crohan (1996) explored the changes in
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marital quality and conflict that occur during the transition to parenthood
for both White and African American couples. The results of the study indi-
cate similar trends: Among White and African American couples, partici-
pants who had become parents by the third year had higher levels of tension
in their marriages.

In regard to marital quality and couple interaction, the researcher found
similar levels of conflict resolution among African American and White
participants, but found that for women, destructive conflict behavior cor-
related with less happiness in the marriage (Crohan, 1996). The findings of
the study indicate that more research is needed to gain a clearer understand-
ing of the intersection of the transition to parenthood, marital stressors, and
race and gender issues.

In a study on African American and European women’s experiences of
marital well-being, Goodwin (2003) studied a sample of 247 women and
explored factors that influenced their relationships such as individual, inter-
personal, economic, and social resources. She found that for both groups of
women, equity and trust, which were considered interpersonal resources,
and emotional health, an individual resource, predicted marital well-being.
However, she found that among the African American women, their phys-
ical health and the closeness of their relationships to their in-laws also pre-
dicted an increase of marital well-being, whereas this was not the case for
the White women in the sample. The author states, “Given the importance
of strong family ties for support and guidance among African Americans, it
is not surprising that in-law relations could affect marital functioning”
(Goodwin, 2003, p. 558).

In their review of longitudinal studies on marriage and marital quality,
Karney and Bradbury (1995) reviewed the 115 studies that have been pub-
lished that address the issue of marital quality over time. Of the 68 inde-
pendent samples in these studies, they found that only 8 percent draw from
African American populations, and only 17 percent of the research includes
a sample that is representative of the national population of those who are
married. They found that 75 percent of the samples used in these studies
consist primarily of those who are White and middle class. Again, this raises
a question about the nature of the knowledge we really have about marital
quality and satisfaction among culturally diverse families.

Power and Communication

The institution of marriage, characterized as a rigid institution defined by
patriarchal norms, is undergoing a significant transformation. In particular,
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issues of power in marriage are being transformed through the greater level
of education of women and the large numbers of women in the labor force
around the world. In the household, power tends to take on multiple forms
and can change and mutate over time. Sparse studies on power in the mar-
riages of culturally diverse individuals indicate that old stereotypes are often
falsely perpetuated due to inaccurate cultural explanations. Thus, for example,
the portrayal of Hispanic families that are characterized by an all-powerful
husband and a submissive wife have been reevaluated and found not to be
representative of the current situation (Gutmann, 1996). Similarly, research
on Muslim families relies on religious depictions of family life instead of indi-
cating that there is a great deal of intragroup diversity (Sherif-Trask, 2004).
We know little about the effects of immigration on marriage and power, but
scant research indicates that migration requires flexibility in roles and deci-
sion-making in order for the couple to be successful in its new environment
(Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994, as discussed in Oropesa & Landale, 2004). 

Power, and how it is realized in the gap between a culture’s ideals and
an individual’s behavior, has been a focus in particular in the study of
Chicano families. For example, Baca Zinn (1982) found important differ-
ences in the concept of entre dicho y hecho (between what is said and what
is done). Interviews with Chicana women indicate that verbally they may
support patriarchal ideologies; however, they do not abide by those rules in
their daily lives. Instead, especially when women are employed in the labor
force, they are likely to challenge their partners, make their own decisions,
and in general defy their husbands (Baca Zinn, 1982; Williams, 1990).

Same-Sex Relationships

Currently, little is known about culturally diverse lesbian or gay couples.
Scant research indicates that they are likely to experience prejudice and
discrimination from two fronts simultaneously: heterosexuals and other gay
and lesbian couples (Kurdek, 2004). Regionality plays a role in the develop-
ment and maintenance of all gay and lesbian relationships, since some areas
of the country, such as large urban places and the Northeast and West Coasts,
are more accommodating of people with varying lifestyles. It is logical to
assume that in these areas, diverse couples are also more likely to find com-
munities of others with whom they share cultural, linguistic, or educational
commonalities.

Culturally diverse, same-sex relationships are characterized by many of
the same definitional and typological issues that plague a discussion of all
culturally diverse families. In the case of same-sex relationships, the issue of
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boundary definition is wrought with even more complex dimensions
pertaining to inherent prejudices with respect to sexuality. It is important to
note that while distinctions such as heterosexuality, homosexuality, and les-
bianism are politically and socially important, they are socially constructed
constructs. From a social constructionist perspective, “Sexuality is situa-
tional and changeable, modified by day-to-day circumstances throughout
the life course” (Blumstein & Schwartz, 1990, as quoted in Aulette, 2002,
p. 173). How people identify themselves, the types of relationships they
may have engaged in, and the question of whether they would like to be
part of a same-sex relationship are just some of the variables.

Current debates about the legality of same-sex marriages indicate that
certain segments of U.S. society are very uncomfortable with redefining
marriage in any manner that is not strictly religious and restricts marriage
to heterosexual partners. However, the legality of same-sex marriages in
Canada, the Netherlands, and Germany indicates that Western societies are
becoming more open to redefinitions of marriage even on a legal level. The
public debates on this subject in the United States indicate that attitudes
are changing, albeit slowly.

Interracial Marriage

As Oropesa and Landale (2004) point out, “The extent of intermarriage
between racial/ethnic groups is a reflection of the social distance between
them” (p. 911). Significantly, rates of intermarriage in the United States have
increased, but not dramatically, in the past 30 years. In 1970, approximately
300,000 couples were identified as interracial. By 1990, this figure had
jumped to 1.5 million and by 2000, to 3 million. This translates to approxi-
mately 1 percent of couples being interracial in 1970 and 5 percent in 2000
(Lee & Edmonston, 2005). The rise in interracial marriages can be attributed
to both a growth in population and changing social mores that are more open
to marriages across social lines. It is important to point out that until 1967,
many states had antimiscegenation laws forbidding Whites from marrying
either Blacks or Asians. The low number of interracial marriages especially
among older demographic groups reflects these laws.

Currently, African Americans are the least likely to marry outside of
their group. In 2000, approximately 7 percent of marriages among Blacks
involved a Black spouse and an individual of a different race. Interestingly,
African American women are the least likely to be in an interracial marriage
and are about one-third as likely as African American men to marry some-
one from another race. Asians exhibit the opposite pattern: One-fifth of all
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married Asian women are married to someone of another race or ethnicity;
this is more than double the rate among Asian men. According to census
statistics, American Indians, Hawaiians, and individuals of mixed race have
the highest interracial marriage rates (Lee & Edmonston, 2005). Data from
the 2000 census indicate that the most common interracial marriages are
between a person of “some other race” (usually refers to Hispanic) and a
White spouse, a Black husband and a White wife, and a White husband and
an American Indian wife. In sum, Asian women married to White hus-
bands, along with these three other types of couples, represented 70 percent
of all interracial couples in 2000. 

Census data also indicate that it is more common for U.S.-born Asians
and Hispanics to become involved in interracial marriages than for foreign-
born individuals. For example, foreign-born Hispanic wives (87 percent)
and foreign-born Hispanic husbands tend to be married to Hispanic
spouses (92 percent). Furthermore, foreign-born individuals tend to marry
someone from their county of origin. Among U.S. immigrants, of Mexicans
born in their home country, 75 percent are married to other Mexicans;
69 percent of El Salvadorans and Dominicans are married to individuals
from their native societies, and 79 percent of women born in Cuba are mar-
ried to other Cubans. Similar figures exist for native-born Hispanics, with
65 percent of women and 78 percent of men having Hispanic spouses
(Oropesa & Landale, 2004).

Intermarriage is dependent on a variety of factors including the avail-
ability of potential spouses, regionality, location, age, and education. For
example, the higher the educational level of the partners, the greater is the
potential for intermarriage. However, a study by Rosenblatt, Karis, and
Powell (1995) revealed that interracial couples still face a great deal of
obstacles. For example, individuals revealed that other people, including
their own families, often treated them poorly upon learning of their inter-
racial relationship. Others experienced prejudice and discrimination from
church members, coworkers, and even the police, while a few cited the ben-
efits of having married outside of their group.

There is much that is unknown about intermarriages. For example, we
do not understand why the rates of intermarriage have been so slow to shift
or how interracial and interethnic coupling affects marital processes, the
retention of cultural traditions, assimilation, and the rearing of children.
Trends such as cohabitation and out-of-wedlock fertility among culturally
diverse families are also understudied and misunderstood. This is unfortu-
nate, since these are growing trends not just in the White population but
throughout American society, and greater insight would allow us to under-
stand more about the dynamics of group formation and ethnic identity.
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Divorce

While the divorce rate increased in the period between 1940 and 1998, this
trend has slowed and leveled off in recent years. In a recent survey, Teachman
et al. (2000) found that demographic trends in divorce are similar for
Hispanic, African American, and White women. Statistics indicate that there
was a sharp increase in the proportion of those aged 40–44 who were
divorced from a first spouse between 1975 and 1990. For Hispanic women,
the increase within this age group rose from less than 20 percent in 1980 to
27 percent in 1990. Among African Americans, the increase in those divorced
rose from just under 30 percent in 1975 to 45 percent in 1990. Among
Whites, there was an increase from 20 percent to 32 percent during the years
of 1975 to 1985, and a slight increase from 32 percent to 35 percent from
1985 to 1990 (Teachman et al., 2000). A recent study by Schwartz and Finley
(2005) sought to determine the role of ethnicity in moderating the conse-
quences of divorce and how children perceive levels of parental involvement.
The study included a diverse sample of participants—56 percent Hispanic,
24 percent White, 10 percent Black, 7 percent Asian, and 4 percent mixed
ethnicity. The authors found that in examining father involvement upon parental
divorce, participants noted lower levels of nurturant fathering among all ethnic
groups in the study compared to those in intact families.

Immigration and Divorce Rates

In comparison to all other groups, Asian Americans are least likely
to divorce; their divorce rates—meaning the percentage of the population
that is divorced at any given time—are estimated at 4 percent for men and
4.7 percent for women, in contrast with rates for the general population of
8 percent for men and 10.3 percent for women. These statistics are some-
what deceptive, however. A decreased incidence of divorce is closely corre-
lated with being foreign-born and having immigrated to the United States.
Individuals who are born in the United States, whatever their country of ori-
gin, are much more likely to be divorced than those who are not native-born.
These observations point to the significant role that cultural norms play in
helping influence behavior. As divorce remains a stigmatized condition in
many societies, this provides a plausible explanation for the relatively low
incidence of divorce among immigrants. Furthermore, limited research indi-
cates that often, unhappy couples will stay together for the sake of making
the immigration experience work for the good of the whole family. By the
second generation, other values, such as those attached to more individual-
istic actions, begin to pervade and influence marital and family behaviors.
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Cultural Competence

Research on marriage and culturally diverse families reveals that it is
extremely important not to draw implications and assumptions from group
membership. Simplistic typologies that attempt to draw on general descrip-
tions of groups explicitly and implicitly stereotype individuals without much
attention to the problems that this may create. It is not useful, for example,
to imply that all Latino or Muslim Middle Eastern families are patriarchal in
nature. Some may be, but this will vary depending on country of origin,
age of the family members at arrival in the United States, educational level,
wealth, etc. For family service providers, teachers, and mental health admin-
istrators and other individuals who work with diverse groups, it is important
to realize that there is as much intragroup variation as there is intergroup
variation. The popular practice of employing typologies of cultures and char-
acteristics of individual groups only serves to obscure the heterogeneous nature
of the various segments of American society. Cultural competence becomes
a more useful concept when individual differences within specific social con-
texts are acknowledged (Berg & Miller, 1992).

Recommendations for Future Research

A useful productive perspective for understanding cohabitation and marriage
is an ecological systems framework. This allows researchers to account for
the influence of historical, cultural, and environmental conditions in which
phenomena occur. Relationships are defined and experienced based in great
part on social placement and sociohistorical time. Contextual factors influ-
ence patterns of attraction and the structure, organization, and experience of
relationships.

In studies of culturally diverse families, it is important to acknowledge
that assimilation and acculturation are not a one-way process with immi-
grant groups being absorbed into the middle-class mainstream. Instead,
assimilation is a dynamic two-way process whereby the larger culture is
also affected by the new trends and values that are brought to it. We currently
know very little about the relationship between assimilation, acculturation,
and marital processes among underrepresented groups and immigrants in
particular. To what extent have any of the cultural norms of these groups
affected mainstream conceptions about marriage, cohabitation, and rela-
tionships in general? Also, the interplay between marriage and class is
an understudied topic. We know that economics influence stressors in
marriage. However, we do not have information about how middle-class,
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upper-middle-class, and wealthy diverse families conceive of cohabitation
and marriage throughout the life cycle. There exists an implicit assumption
in the literature that most culturally diverse families are poor and unedu-
cated. However, the enormous variations between groups and within groups
indicates that we must acknowledge that individuals at different points on
the socioeconomic ladder may perceive and live out their relationships and
marriages differently. We know that this is true for African Americans, with
middle- and upper-class African American families closely resembling sim-
ilarly situated White families. We do not have the same type of information
for other groups in our society.

We also know very little about how religion intersects with group iden-
tity and marital issues. Are the marriages of Korean Christians in the United
States similar to those of Korean Buddhists? What about secular Muslims
from North Africa or Southeast Asia versus conservative Muslims from
Iran? What about the issues of generational differences when it comes
to cohabitation and to same-sex and heterosexual marriage? Are young
Mexican Americans just as likely to marry young and have children as their
parents? Recent information indicates that even for Mexicans, who have
traditionally had one of the highest fertility rates in the United States, young
women are choosing to limit the number of children born in marriage due
to the costs associated with childrearing. This is altering projected demo-
graphic growth profiles for Mexicans.

In order for us to gain a better understanding of the relationship between
marriage and cultural diversity, it is imperative that social scientists and,
specifically, marriage researchers begin to ask new questions, examine intra-
group variation, and account for context and socioeconomic positioning.
This will provide the path to new understandings about the role of cultural
diversity in the marital process.

References

Aulette, J. (2002). Changing American families. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.
Baca Zinn, M. (1982). Qualitative methods in family research: A look inside Chicano

families. California Sociologist, 5(2), 58–79. 
Bean, R. A., Crane, D. R., & Lewis, T. L. (2002). Basic research and implications for

practice in family science: A content analysis and status report for U.S. ethnic
groups. Family Relations, 51, 15–21.

Berg, I. K., & Miller, S. D. (1992). Working with Asian American clients: One person
at a time. Families in Society: The Journal of Contemporary Human Services, 17,
356–363.

Blaisure, K. R., & Allen, K. R. (1995). Feminists and the ideology and practice of mar-
ital equality. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 57, 5–19.

96——Family Life in Culturally Diverse Families

05- Sherif-45122.qxd  12/18/2006  11:09 AM  Page 96



Blee, K. M., & Tickamyer, A. R. (1995). Racial differences in men’s attitudes about
women’s gender roles. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 57, 21–30. 

Blumstein, P., & Schwartz, P. (1990). Intimate relationships and the creation of
sexuality. In D. McWhirter, S. Sanders, & J. Reinisch (Eds.), Homosexuality/
heterosexuality: Concepts of sexual orientation (pp. 96–109). New York: Oxford
University Press.

Bumpass, L. L. (1995). The declining significance of marriage: Changing family life in
the United States. National Survey of Families and Households Working Paper
No. 66. Madison: University of Wisconsin, Center for Demography and Ecology.

Carroll, J., Knapp, S., & Holman, T. (2005). Theorizing about marriage. In
V. Bengtson, A. Acock, K. Allen, P. Dilworth-Anderson, & D. Klein (Eds.),
Sourcebook of family theory and research (pp. 263–277). Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage.

Cherlin, A. J. (2004). Public and private families: An introduction (4th ed.). New York:
McGraw-Hill.

Crohan, S. E. (1996). Marital quality and conflict across the transition to parenthood
in African American and White couples. Journal of Marriage and Family, 58,
933–944.

Crowder, K. D. & Tolnay, S. E. (2000). A new marriage squeeze for Black women:
The role of racial intermarriage by Black men. Journal of Marriage and Family,
62, 792–807.

Fields, J. (2003). Children’s living arrangements and characteristics: March 2002.
Current Population Reports, P20–547. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau.

Goodwin, P. Y. (2003). African American and European women’s marital well being.
Journal of Marriage and Family, 65, 550–560.

Gottman, J. M., & Notarius, C. I. (2000). Decade review: Observing marital interac-
tion. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 62, 927–947.

Gutmann, M. C. (1996). The meanings of Macho: Being a man in Mexico City.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Hampson, R. B., Beavers, W. R., & Hulgus, Y. (1990). Cross-ethnic family differ-
ences: Interactional assessment of White, Black, and Mexican-American families.
Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, 16, 307–319.

Hirschl, T. A., Altobelli, J., & Rank, M. R. (2003). Does marriage increase the odds
of affluence? Exploring the life course probabilities. Journal of Marriage and
Family, 65, 927–938.

Hondagneu-Sotelo, P. (1994). Gendered transitions: Mexican experiences of immi-
gration. Berkeley: University of California Press.

John, D., & Shelton, B. A. (1997). The production of gender among Black and White
women and men: The case of household labor. Sex Roles, 36, 171–192.

Karney, B. R., & Bradbury, T. N. (1995). The longitudinal course of marital quality
and stability: A review of theory, method and research. Psychological Bulletin,
118, 3–34.

Kurdek, L. (2004). Gay men and lesbians: The family context. In M. Coleman &
L. Ganong (Eds.), Handbook of contemporary families: Considering the past,
contemplating the future (pp. 96–115). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Trends in Marriage and Cohabitation——97

05- Sherif-45122.qxd  12/18/2006  11:09 AM  Page 97



Lee, S. M., & Edmonston, B. (2005). New marriages, new families: U.S. racial and
Hispanic intermarriage. Population Bulletin, 60(2), 3–36.

Lim, I. S. (1997). Korean immigrant women’s challenge to gender inequality at home:
The interplay of economic resources, gender, and family. Gender and Society, 11,
31–51.

Manning, W. D. (1993). Marriage and cohabitation following premarital conception.
Journal of Marriage and Family, 55, 839–850.

Manning, W. D., & Smock, P. J. (1995). Why marry? Race and the transition to mar-
riage among cohabitors. Demography, 32, 509–520.

Manning, W. D., & Smock, P. J. (2002). First comes cohabitation and then comes
marriage? Journal of Family Issues, 23, 1065–1087.

McLoyd, V. C., Cauce, A. M., Takeuchi, D., & Wilson, L. (2000). Marital processes
and parental socialization in families of color: A decade review of research.
Journal of Marriage and Family, 62, 1070–1093.

Ooms, T. (2002). Strengthening couples and marriage in low-income communities.
In A. J. Hawkins, L. D. Wardle, & D. O. Coolidge (Eds.), Revitalizing the
institution of marriage for the twenty-first century (pp. 79–100). Westport, CT:
Praeger.

Oropesa, R. S., & Landale, N. S. (2004). The future of marriage and Hispanics.
Journal of Marriage and Family, 66, 901–920.

Piotrkowski, C. S., & Hughes, D. (1993). Dual earner families in context: Managing
family and work systems. In F. Walsh (Ed.), Normal family processes
(pp. 185–207). New York: Guilford Press.

Raley, R. K. (2002). The effects of the differential undercount on survey estimates of
race differences in marriage. Journal of Marriage and Family, 64, 774–779.

Rosenblatt, P., Karis, T., & Powell, R. (1995). Multi-racial couples: Black and White
voices. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Sabatelli, R., & Ripoll, K. (2004). Variation in marriage over time: An
ecological/exchange perspective. In M. Coleman & L. Ganong (Eds.), Handbook
of contemporary families: Considering the past, contemplating the future
(pp. 79–95). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Schwartz, S. J., & Finley, G. E. (2005). Fathering in intact and divorced families:
Ethnic differences in retrospective reports. Journal of Marriage and Family, 67,
207–215.

Sherif-Trask, B. (2004). Muslim families in the United States. In M. Coleman &
L. Ganong (Eds.), Handbook of contemporary families: Considering the past,
contemplating the future (pp. 394–408). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Simmons, T., & O’Connell, M. (2003). Married couple and unmarried-partner
households: 2000. Retrieved May 23, 2005, from http://landview.census.gov/
prod/2003pubs/censr-5.pdf

Suro, R., & Passel, J. (2003). The rise of the second generation: Changing patterns in
Hispanic population growth. Washington, DC: Pew Hispanic Center.

98——Family Life in Culturally Diverse Families

05- Sherif-45122.qxd  12/18/2006  11:09 AM  Page 98



Sweeney, M. M., & Phillips, J. A. (2004). Understanding racial differences in marital
disruption: Recent trends and explanations. Journal of Marriage and Family, 66,
639–650.

Teachman, J. D., Tedrow, L. M., & Crowder, K. D. (2000). The changing demogra-
phy of America’s families. Journal of Marriage and Family, 62, 1234–1246.

Thompson, L. (1993). Conceptualizing gender in marriage: The case of marital care.
Journal of Marriage and Family, 55, 557–569.

U.S. Census Bureau. (2001). Statistical abstract of the United States: 2001.
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

White, L., & Rogers, S. J. (2000). Economic circumstances and family outcomes:
A review of the 1990s. Journal of Marriage and Family, 62, 1035–1051.

Williams, N. (1990). Role making among married Mexican American women: Issues
of class and ethnicity. In C. Carlson (Ed.), Perspectives on the family: History,
class and feminism (pp. 186–204). Belmont, CA: Wadsworth.

Trends in Marriage and Cohabitation——99

05- Sherif-45122.qxd  12/18/2006  11:09 AM  Page 99


