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Abstract

Prior literature suggests that involvement in adolescent risk behaviors will have short- and long-

term consequences that disrupt the orderly flow of later development, including impacts on 

patterns of partner relationships. In this study, we explore how adolescent involvement in 

delinquency, drug use, and sexual behavior at an early age affects the likelihood and timing of both 

marriage and cohabitation using a sample from the Rochester Youth Development Study. We also 

examine the direct effects of dropping out of high school, teenage parenthood, and financial stress 

during emerging adulthood as well as their potential role as mediators of the relationships between 

adolescent risk behaviors and partnering for both males and females. Overall, there is not very 

strong support for a direct relationship between adolescent delinquency, drug use, or early sexual 

behavior and patterns of partner formation. In contrast, the more proximal relationships, indicated 

by precocious transitions to adulthood and financial instability, are more consistently related to 

partner formation. These findings support models of cumulative disadvantage: early adolescent 

problem behaviors are weakly related to partner formation, but appear to set in motion cascading 

consequences that influence the transition to adulthood and, in turn, these more proximal variables 

are more consistently related to partner formation.
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The life course approach places substantial emphasis on transitions, or short-term changes in 

the life course. Transitions represent movement along age-graded patterns of development, 

or trajectories, such as family, school, work, and romantic relationships (Elder, 1994). 

Marriage and, in today’s society, cohabitation, are important transitions in one’s life course 

and often influence how successful a person will be in adulthood. Understanding the origins 

of these transitions, therefore, is an important task for life course studies.

Trajectories do not exist in a vacuum, however. Movement along one trajectory is expected 

to influence movement along other trajectories. More specifically, involvement in adolescent 

risk behaviors which compromise adolescent development (Busseri, Willoughby, & 

Chalmers, 2007; Jessor, 1998) can be conceptualized as their own life course trajectories 

(Thornberry & Krohn, 2001). As such, we would expect early involvement in these risk 

behaviors including delinquency, drug use, and risky sexual behavior to influence transitions 

into other trajectories such as establishing a relationship with a significant other. However, 

relatively little theoretical and empirical attention is given to the impact of engagement in 

adolescent risk behavior on patterns of partner formation (King & South, 2011). The current 

study addresses this issue by focusing on how adolescent risk behavior impacts the 

likelihood of forming an intimate relationship with a significant other and whether that 

relationship is formalized through marriage or is characterized by the more informal 

relationship of cohabitation.

 1. Theoretical framework

Most criminological studies that incorporate some measure of partnering or the quality of 

partner relationships typically examine the effect of entering a romantic relationship and/or 

the quality of that relationship on subsequent crime (Farrington & West, 1995; Giordano, 

Cernkovich, & Rudolph, 2002; Laub, Nagin, & Sampson, 1998; Sampson & Laub, 1993; 

Warr, 1998). Siennick and Osgood (2008) document that the effect of marriage on desistance 

has received more attention than any other social bond or related life-course factor. However, 

exploration of the influence of deviant and criminal behaviors on partner formation is sparse 

(King & South, 2011).

We use Thornberry’s (1987) interactional theory as a framework to discuss the potential 

effects of adolescent risk behaviors on partner formation. Interactional theory was one of the 

first to emphasize the importance of examining the effect of crime and related problem 

behaviors on later life course development. Thornberry and Krohn (2001) extended the 

original focus of that theory from adolescence to include the adult years, as well as the 

transition from adolescence to adulthood.

Thornberry and Krohn (2001) suggest that engaging in problem or risk behavior during 

adolescence can set in motion a ‘cascading’ set of both co-morbid and future consequences 

that adversely affects the chances for successful life course development. In the life course 

literature, this is typically referred to as cumulative continuity or cumulative disadvantage 

(Dannefer, 2003). The process that Thornberry and Krohn (2001) describe relies heavily on 

their hypothesis that engaging in risk behavior during adolescence serves as a precursor or 

gateway to other maladaptive behaviors. These risk behaviors, which include involvement in 
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delinquency, drug use, and risky sexual behavior including early sexual debut, often co-

occur and are part of a larger manifestation for a proclivity to engage in potentially harmful 

or dangerous behavior that have both immediate (adolescent) and long-term (adult) 

consequences on development (Busseri et al., 2007; Jessor, 1998; Metzler, Noell, Biglan, 

Ary, & Smolkowski, 1994). This is in line with Thornberry and Krohn (2001) who argue 

that engaging in each of these risk behaviors increases the probability that an adolescent will 

experience disorderly and off-time transitions into adulthood. In other words, transitions to 

adulthood including stopping one’s education, becoming a parent, and financial 

independence occur prior to the time when they would be optimal for successful entry into 

adult life (Rindfuss, Swicegood, & Rosenfeld, 1987; Wickrama, Wickrama, & Baltimore, 

2010). Substantiating this argument, research demonstrates that dropping out of high school 

or having a child during one’s teenage years are precocious transitions that are empirically 

linked to prior involvement in adolescent risk behavior (Fagan & Pabon, 1990; Krohn, 

Lizotte, & Perez, 1997; Krohn, Thornberry, Collins-Hall, & Lizotte, 1995; Newcomb & 

Bentler, 1988).

Such precocious transitions, in turn, place these youth at a distinct disadvantage in acquiring 

the human and social capital necessary for successfully adopting adult roles. For instance, 

failing to graduate from high school and/or becoming a teenage parent contributes to a 

decreased likelihood of obtaining the credentials necessary for job market success and 

financial independence (Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 1998; Lanctot, Cernkovich, & Giordano, 

2007; Thornberry, Smith, & Howard, 1997). Because of the failure to complete high school 

or the acquisition of additional financial burdens associated with teenage parenthood these 

youth are in a disadvantageous positions to obtain employment, especially employment that 

is stable and well-paying (Arum & Beattie, 1999; Blomberg, Bales, Mann, Piquero, & Berk, 

2011; Clausen, 1986; Elman & O’Rand, 2004; Tanner, Davies, & O’Grady, 1999). Along the 

same line, individuals with histories of involvement in risk behavior are more likely to 

experience intermittent periods of unemployment, have lower incomes, and receive some 

form of welfare (Bernburg & Krohn, 2003).

Of course, youth who engage in problem or risk behaviors during adolescence are also more 

likely to persist in maladaptive behaviors into young adulthood than youth who toe the line 

(Thornberry & Krohn, 2001; see also Armour & Haynie, 2007). For such youth, it is likely 

that their past and future problem behavior will both directly and indirectly affect their 

opportunities for success over the life course.

Thus, interactional theory suggests that the cumulative disadvantage generated by 

adolescents’ participation in problem or risk behaviors increases the likelihood that they will 

have less educational attainment, experience teenage pregnancy and parenthood, have poorer 

job prospects and ensuing unemployment issues, and earn lower incomes increasing the 

likelihood of being on welfare or receiving some other form of financial assistance. In 

addition, they will be more likely to continue to engage in problem behaviors as young 

adults. As we will note in the next section, these characteristics do not bode well for an 

individuals’ value on the marriage market. In other words, the cascading life course 

consequences of earlier adolescent risk behavior are likely to have direct effects on the 

formation of subsequent partner relationships and facilitate precocious transitions into 
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adulthood that will serve as important mediators of the impact of problem or risk behaviors 

on patterns of union formation.

 1.1. Deciding to partner

Traditional theory on the decision to marry has focused on how potential partners can 

enhance one’s life chances (Becker, 1981; Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, & Lim, 1997). Becker 

(1981) views the process of choosing a romantic partner as the evaluation of potential mates 

as a “trading partner”. That is, potential partners will assess whether a marriage relationship 

will be beneficial in terms of the mutual exchange of qualities, skills, and material goods, 

including income. Although many economic and cultural changes have occurred since 

Becker (1981) posited his theory, the main focus of partner assessment is the potential 

earning capacity and ability to assist in successfully attaining financial security. A crucial 

attribute in the assessment of a prospective partners’ earning potential is their level of 

educational attainment (Oppenheimer et al., 1997). However, partner consideration of 

resourcess beyond educational and financial potential are also documented (Kalmijn, 1998).

Edin, Kefalas, and Reed (2004) found that, among disadvantaged populations, not only is a 

financial portfolio that ensures economic “arrival” often a prerequisite for marriage but 

additional characteristics are commonly considered as well. These are categorized as 

affordability, respectability, control, trust, and domestic violence. Affordability refers to the 

projected earning capacity of potential partners. Respectability includes consideration of 

whether potential partners are unemployed, underemployed or involved in criminal 

enterprises and how this may affect their status in society. Control refers to women’s desire 

to remain autonomous in their childrearing practices and not become subservient to their 

partner once relationships are formalized through union formation or marriage. Trust is an 

important concern, especially with partners who have had several unsuccessful relationships 

in the past. Finally, concerns about domestic violence and increased chances of criminal 

victimization that might spillover from prior involvement in serious crime are factors 

considered when deciding to enter into long-term cohabiting or marriage relationships (Edin, 

2000; King & South, 2011).

While it is recognized that not everyone makes rational decisions when selecting significant 

others, it seems clear that factors, such as those outlined above, influence patterns of 

relationship formation. Individuals’ involvement in criminal behavior, drug use, and risky 

sexual activities are expected to affect, both directly and indirectly, how potential partners 

evaluate the resources that a partner can bring into a relationship as well as how much 

potential partners can respect and trust the significant other. Additionally, concerns about 

how a potential partner’s involvement in problem behaviors places an individual at risk for 

abuse, exposure to criminal networks, or sexually transmitted diseases are also likely to 

arise. In the next section, we examine the research on the effects of these behaviors and their 

potential consequences (involvement with the criminal justice system) on marriage and 

cohabitation.
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 1.2. Problem behavior and marriageability

Much of the research on the influence of adolescent risk or problem behaviors on 

marriageability and the quality of partner relationships focuses on the effects of involvement 

in the juvenile or criminal justice system, especially incarceration. By and large, studies 

support the hypothesis that involvement in the justice system decreases the probability of 

marrying and, if marriage occurs, involvement in the justice system increases the probability 

of such unions being discordant and high in conflict (Huebner, 2007; Fu & Goldman, 2000; 

London & Parker, 2009; Lopoo & Western, 2005; Sampson & Laub, 1993; Western, Lopoo, 

& McLanahan, 2004). While studies regarding the effect of incarceration on marriageability 

and relationship quality are informative, we are interested in the impact of adolescent risk 

behavior – specifically, involvement in criminal behavior, drug use, and risky sexual 

behavior – on subsequent partner relationships and marriage, regardless of whether these 

behaviors result in incarceration. The impact of involvement in the criminal justice system 

on partner relationships may involve effects other than those attributable directly to problem 

behavior, such as labeling and incapacitation (Lopoo & Western, 2005).

King and South (2011) provide a clear statement of why criminal behavior would be 

expected to affect marriageability as well as a systematic investigation of their hypotheses. 

King and South (2011) suggest three reasons why people who have a history of criminal 

involvement are less desirable partners, which coincide with assertions found in Edin et al. 

(2004). They include: (1) perceived risks of victimization, (2) the notion that criminal 

behavior and marriage are conflicting roles (e.g., criminal behavior may be indicative of a 

lack of maturity and inability to self-sacrifice), and (3) offenders’ poor financial prognoses. 

Using the first 7 waves of the National Youth Survey data, King and South (2011) find that 

for men, but not for women, more involvement in criminal offending is significantly related 

to the timing of first marriage – that is, male offenders get married at older ages, if at all, 

compared to male non-offenders. However, when other predictors of marital entry, 

particularly a measure of desire to marry, are included, the relationship between offending 

and the timing of marriage is no longer significant. The authors suggest that criminal 

behavior, regardless of type, has no direct causal effect on the timing of first marriage.

Doherty, Green, and Ensminger (2011) examined the impact of serious delinquency on the 

timing of first marriage and the overall likelihood of getting married. Although involvement 

in serious delinquent behavior was not related to the timing of first marriage, seriously 

delinquent males were less likely to be married than those not involved in serious delinquent 

behavior. Doherty et al. (2011) also looked at the impact of drug use on marital outcomes. 

Marijuana use significantly affected the probability of being married for both male and 

female users, findings consistent with other research on the impact of drug use on marriage 

(Collins, Ellickson, & Klein, 2007; DeKlyen, Brooks-Gunn, McLanahan, & Knab, 2006; Fu 

& Goldman, 1996; Kaestner, 1997; Newcomb & Bentler, 1985; Yamaguchi & Kandel, 

1985).

Although sex is a behavior around which partner formation is centered (Smith, 2006), 

involvement in risky sexual behaviors during adolescence, which includes early sexual debut 

(commonly defined as experiencing first sexual intercourse at or before the age of 14), 

having multiple partners, and infrequent condom and/or birth control usage, are also linked 
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to problematic outcomes including subsequent criminal behavior (Armour & Haynie, 2007), 

non-marital childbearing during adolescence (Bennett, Bloom, & Miller, 1995; Smith, 

1998), and other non-traditional family formation processes (i.e., cohabitation; Kennedy & 

Bumpass, 2008; Lichter, 2012; Sassler, Miller, & Favinger, 2009; Smith, 2006). In 

particular, early sexual debut may be particularly problematic for subsequent union 

formations. Even though premarital sex is increasingly common, youths who embark on 

forming intimate relationships and experience earlier sexual initiation have a longer sexual 

life outside of marriage (Smith, 2006). This often leads to increased numbers of sexual 

partners compared to those youths who delay dating or sexual initiation (Thornton, 1990; 

Whyte, 1990) and make them less attractive to potential spouses. Those who engage in 

sexual intercourse at an early age also display more precocious, impulsive or permissive 

attitudes in favor of cohabiting (Manning, Longmore, & Giordano, 2007; Willoughby & 

Dworkin, 2009) and are more likely to live with a romantic partner, especially at an early 

age (Smock, 2000; Whyte, 1990). Unfortunately, these unions tend to be short lived and 

often fail to result in marriage (Cherlin,2010; Smith, 2006; Thomson & Colella, 1992). 

Ironically, early sexual intercourse with an intimate partner and attempts at union formation 

may actually impede long-term, permanent union formation by undermining the marriage 

marketability of an individual (Smock, Manning, & Porter, 2005). It is possible that both a 

history of numerous sexual partners and unsuccessful cohabitation(s) may challenge the 

perceived respectability and trust given to an individual by a prospective marriage partner.

While precocious transitions to adulthood may decrease the attractiveness of an individual 

on the marriage market, traditionally, one of these transitions – teenage parenthood – 

promoted marriage, especially at an early age. Historically, teenage pregnancy and 

parenthood increased the likelihood of marriage between two romantic partners as 

individuals attempt to form a more stable, permanent relationship that is traditionally 

associated with parenthood and family formation (Bachrach, 1987; Laub & Sampson, 2003). 

However, these early marriages often occurred between young, unprepared teens who were 

ill-equipped to be parents and unprepared for the obligations and expectations associated 

with marriage (Moore & Waite, 1981). However, this relationship between teenage 

parenthood and early marriage weakened in recent decades as the connection between 

procreation and marriage lessened. In fact, 33% of births were to unwed mothers in 1994 

(Smith, 2006) and exceeded 40% each year between 2008 and 2011 (Martin et al., 2013 as 

cited in Lichter, Sassler, & Turner, 2014) raising the question as to whether or not the 

precocious transition of teenage parenthood is still related to early marriage formation.

Given the literature on adolescent risk behavior, precocious transitions, and marriage, it 

appears that involvement in delinquency, drug use, and early sexual activity decrease the 

likelihood of marriage. In addition, evidence suggests that precocious transitions such as 

dropping out of high school and financial instability resulting from adolescent risk behavior 

may further decrease the attractiveness of an individual on the marriage market and reduce 

the likelihood of marriage. The one exception, though, may be teenage parenthood which 

has been shown to increase the likelihood of early marriage in the past; however, given that 

marriage is not the only path to family formation (PEW, 2010) and cohabitation and single 

parenthood are now important contexts for childrearing in the United States (Sassler et al., 

2009), it may be unrelated to marriage or reduce the likelihood of subsequent marriage.
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 1.3. Problem behaviors and cohabitation

In recent decades, cohabitation shifted from uncommon to commonplace and this may help 

account for why people who engage in problem behaviors do not get married (Smock, 2000; 

Sassler et al., 2009; Smock et al., 2005). Cherlin (2004) and other scholars (see Giddens, 

1991, 1992) argue that with modern society’s increased acceptance of cohabitation, divorce, 

and nonmarital childrearing, marriage is no longer viewed as a necessity but rather as a 

“capstone experience” marking one’s progression into adulthood. Of particular importance 

to this study is how involvement in problem behaviors and their consequences impact the 

decision to cohabit as well as the effects of adolescent risk behaviors and precocious 

transitions on the timing of cohabitation.

Research shows that delinquency is positively associated with a younger age at first 

cohabitation and an increased overall likelihood of cohabitating for both males and females 

(Lonardo, Manning, Giordano, & Longmore, 2010; Manning et al., 2007). This suggests that 

the less formal, less permanent nature of cohabitation may appeal to delinquents, as those 

with antisocial tendencies are less likely to make strong commitments and are more likely to 

have negative skills when it comes to nurturing a relationship with a significant other 

(Brown, Sanchez, Nock, & Wright, 2006; King & South, 2011; Stanley, Whitton, & 

Markman, 2004). Drug and alcohol use are also related to an increased likelihood of 

cohabitation (Fu & Goldman, 1996; Kaestner, 1997; Yamaguchi & Kandel, 1985), which 

may also suggest that those who use drugs are attracted to unions that are typically short-

term arrangements (i.e., median duration of 1.3 years; Smith, 2006) and require less 

financial commitment.

As mentioned earlier, there is also a positive relationship between risky sexual behavior, 

including age of sexual onset and attitudes toward cohabitation (Cunningham & Thornton, 

2004; Manning et al., 2007; Raley, Crissey, & Muller, 2007). Not surprisingly, premarital 

pregnancy and parenthood, which are linked with early sexual debut and involvement in 

delinquency, are positively associated with the decision to cohabit (Lichter & Graefe, 2001; 

Lonardo et al., 2010). In fact, the decision to cohabit at an early age as a result of a 

pregnancy or parenthood may be seen as an acceptable alternative to marriage and the 

traditional idea of a family. Marriage is no longer viewed as necessary to legitimatize a 

pregnancy. “Shotgun” cohabitations are now more common and provide legitimacy to an 

unplanned or out of wedlock pregnancy (Lichter et al., 2014; Rackin & Gibson-Davis, 2012; 

Reed, 2006). Finally, cohabitation may be viewed as an attractive option for romantic 

partners experiencing financial instability because it is one potential way to accrue 

additional resources to make ends meet or secure financial security without the permanent 

commitment associated with marriage. Unfortunately, though, economic hardships among 

cohabiting couples increase relationship instability and undermine the quality of the 

romantic relationship among cohabiting couples (Hardie & Lucas, 2010).

In sum, a pattern emerges in terms of the influence of involvement in delinquency, drug use, 

and early sexual activity on the likelihood of cohabitation with individuals involved in 

adolescent risk behavior showing an increased propensity to cohabit. Furthermore, evidence 

also suggests that adolescent risk behavior affects successful transitions to adult status by 

decreasing the likelihood of graduating from high school, increasing the likelihood of teen 
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pregnancy and parenthood, and decreasing the likelihood of obtaining stable employment or 

financial stability. In turn, these precocious transitions may promote cohabitation at an 

earlier age as emerging adults may rush to form partner relationships that may be viewed as 

potentially beneficial to childrearing or financial stability.

 1.4. Gender, adolescent risk behavior and partner formation

Gender is not only important when assessing involvement in adolescent risk or problem 

behaviors, but it is also likely to be an important factor in the relationship between 

involvement in crime and subsequent partner formation processes (Leverentz, 2006; 

Oppenheimer, 1988; South, 2001). Therefore, it is important to recognize prior research on 

gender differences in risk behavior/ offending and partner formation and how gender may 

impact the relationship between these trajectories. Prior research using both official and self-

report data finds gender to be a strong, consistent correlate of offending patterns (e.g. see 

Chesney-Lind, 1997;Puzzanchera, 2009; Zahn, Hawkins, Chiancone, & Whitworth, 2008). 

For example, Moffitt, Caspi, Rutter, and Silva (2001) demonstrated that males engage in 

significantly more aggressive and violent activities compared to female subjects, a finding 

echoed in the larger field of research on the gender gap in offending (e.g., Canter, 1982; 

King & South, 2011; Mears, Ploeger, & Warr, 1998; Steffensmeier & Schwartz, 2004; 

Steffensmeier, 1995). It is possible that the participation and degree of involvement in 

serious and violent delinquency may lead potential partners to perceive these males as less 

respectable and a potential source of domestic violence, therefore, making them less 

attractive on the marriage market (see Edin et al., 2004).

Although the focus of this work is on the effects of adolescent risk behavior which includes 

delinquency on partner formation, literature examining the effects of marriage on crime and 

desistance can further speak to how gender may condition the relationship between risk 

behavior and partner formation. While some marriage-desistence studies found no 

significant differences in effects of marriage on desistance from crime when comparing 

males and females (e.g. see Uggen & Kruttschnitt, 1998), findings from other, more recent 

work, suggest otherwise. King, Massoglia, and MacMillan (2007) considered differences in 

males’ and females’ likelihood to marry, current marital statuses, and the effects of marriage 

as a turning point in offenders’ lives. Their findings suggested that males, regardless of their 

marital propensities, are more likely than females to marry partners who have less serious 

and shorter antisocial histories than themselves or to “marry up” (King et al., 2007, p. 57). 

These “marrying up” patterns for males lent themselves to more successful “knifing off” of 

past criminal patterns (King et al., 2007; Laub & Sampson, 2003). On the other hand, 

females with low-propensities for marriage were more likely than males to become involved 

with partners who exhibited similar or higher levels of criminal activities (King et al., 2007). 

King and South (2011) also explored the relationship between criminal behavior and timing 

of marriage. Importantly, there were no significant gender differences on the timing of first 

marriage, net of individuals’ self-reported criminal histories (King & South, 2011). 

However, divergent findings by gender emerged when respondents’ desire to marry was 

removed from statistical models. For females, there was no correlation between criminal 

histories and marital timing whereas males’ criminal offending patterns were significantly 

associated with delayed marital timing (King & South, 2011). Taken together, this line of 
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research suggests that the proposed negative effects of adolescent risk behavior and 

precocious transitions on marriage and even cohabitation may be less for males than females 

because males tend to “marry up” or partner with more prosocial individuals. However, 

these unions are not likely to form at an early age. Furthermore, the likelihood of marriage 

may be decreased further for females due to the characteristics of those individuals with 

whom they partner (e.g., more antisocial with histories of involvement in risk or problem 

behavior). Therefore, cohabitation may be the only available option for partner formation for 

these females.

It may also be that the criteria used to evaluate potential partners as well as the market of 

potential partners vary across gender leading to differential effects of adolescent risk 

behavior and precocious transitions on subsequent partner formation. For instance, while 

both genders evaluate potential mates in terms of the resources they have to offer, 

historically, males were the breadwinners. As a result, females looking for a partner tend to 

focus on the socioeconomic resources that a male partner can bring to a relationship whereas 

males focus on other aspects of “attractiveness” in a partner besides socioeconomic 

resources such as status, trustworthiness, parenting potential, and physical appeal (Kalmijn, 

1998). This suggests that males may see the consequences of adolescent risk behavior such 

as lower educational attainment and financial assistance as less of a detractor among 

potential partners. However, due to an overall increase in educational attainment and labor 

market participation among females in the second half of the 20th century, the importance of 

socioeconomic factors in partner selection are increasingly important among males.

Finally, demographic trends associated with marriage and cohabitation can be used to 

understand if gender may condition the effects of adolescent risk behavior and precocious 

transitions on partner formation. About 55% of individuals ages 25–34 were married in 

2000. Nearly 38% of females were never married by the age of 30 and 49% of males had yet 

to marry by the age of 30 (Jacobsen & Mather, 2010). This is in line with the finding that the 

median age of first marriage is higher for males compared to females (i.e., 26.8 versus 25.1 

in 2000; Smith, 2006). It is possible that the differential prevalence of marriage in young 

adulthood across gender may be a function of males needing to be further removed from 

their involvement in risk or problem behavior in order to be attractive on the marriage 

market. With respect to cohabitation, national trends reveal that cohabitation increased six-

fold since the 1960s, and by 2000 nearly one-half of individuals in their mid-20s to mid-30s 

lived with a romantic partner at some point in their life (Smith, 2006). Unlike marriage, 

though, there is a lack of evidence to suggest that trends in cohabitation vary by gender. 

Therefore, it is likely that cohabitation may be viewed as more appealing to this generation 

of adults, and it is equally attractive or an acceptable form of partner formation across 

gender.

In summary, evidence suggests a “gender gap” in male and female offending rates, the types 

of offending behavior, the type of partners that antisocial males and females marry, the 

criteria used to evaluate potential partners, and marriage itself. As a result, the current study 

conducts all analyses separately for males and females to see if the hypothesized 

associations vary by gender.
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 1.5. Hypotheses

Although the research examining the impact of adolescent risk or problem behaviors on 

partner formation is not extensive, it is supportive of a link between these behaviors and 

whether people marry or cohabit and the timing of relationship formation. However, most of 

this research does not look at the possible reasons for this relationship; that is, few studies 

have incorporated potential mediating variables that might account for why problem 

behaviors affect marital relations, if they in fact do. Informed by theories of family 

formation (Becker, 1981; King & South, 2011; Oppenheimer et al., 1997) and Thornberry 

and Krohn’s (2001) interactional theory, we offer the following hypotheses about the impact 

of adolescent problem behavior on patterns of partner formation.

1. Adolescent problem behaviors will increase the probability of precocious 

transitions from adolescence to adulthood including dropping out of high 

school, becoming a teen parent, and financial stress.

2. Adolescent problem behaviors – including general delinquency, serious 

delinquency, drug use, and early sexual activity – will reduce the overall 

likelihood of marriage and early marriage.

3. Adolescent problem behaviors will increase the likelihood of cohabitation 

and early cohabitation.

4. The relationships between adolescent problem behaviors and partner 

relationships will, in part, be mediated by disorderly and precocious 

transitions (dropping out of high school, becoming a teen parent, and 

financial stress) from adolescence to adulthood.

5. The life course approach predicts that adolescent problem behaviors will 

influence patterns of family formation for both males and females, and 

that precocious transitions will serve as mediators of that relationship, 

although the specific patterns may differ somewhat by gender.

 2. Methods

This research utilizes data from the Rochester Youth Development Study (RYDS), a 

multiwave panel study analyzing the development of delinquency and drug use in an urban 

sample of adolescents (n = 1000). Data collection began in 1988 when members of the 

sample were, on average, 14 years of age. A total of 14 waves of data have been gathered 

during the course of three phases of data collection. The first wave of data collection (Phase 

1) covered adolescence, from 14 to 18 years of age. During Phase 1, adolescent respondents 

were interviewed nine times (waves 1–9) and a parent was interviewed eight times (waves 

1–8), at six month intervals. Phase 2 began after a 2.5 year gap in data collection. The 

respondents and their parents were interviewed at three annual intervals (average age 21– 

23). Phase 3, waves 13 and 14, consists of respondent interviews at 29 and 31 years of age.

 2.1. Sample

The RYDS sample was designed to oversample youth who were at high risk for serious 

delinquency and drug use because the base rates for these behaviors are relatively low 

Thornberry et al. Page 10

Adv Life Course Res. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2017 June 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



(Elliott, Huizinga, & Menard, 1989; Wolfgang, Thornberry, & Figlio, 1987). The target 

population was limited to seventh and eighth-grade students in the public school system of 

Rochester, NY, a city that has a diverse population and a high crime rate. The sample was 

then stratified on two dimensions. First, males were oversampled (approximately 75% 

versus 25%) because they are more likely than females to be chronic offenders and to 

engage in serious forms of delinquency (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, & Visher, 1986). Second, 

students from areas of the city where larger populations of adult offenders lived were 

oversampled on the premise that youth residing in these areas are at a greater risk for 

offending. To identify these areas, each census tract in Rochester was assigned a resident 

arrest rate reflecting the proportion of the total population living in that tract arrested by the 

Rochester police in 1986. Subjects were oversampled proportionate to the rate of offenders 

living in a tract. The arrest rate is included as a control in all estimated equations.

This analysis covers the entire period of data collection (Phases 1–3), from when the 

adolescents were approximately 14 years old to approximately age 31. The attrition rate in 

the RYDS data has been acceptable. By end of Phase 3, 80% (n = 803) of the initial 

adolescents were retained and interviewed at either Wave 13, Wave 14, or, most likely, both. 

Comparing the characteristics of respondents who were retained at age 31 to those who left 

the study on a host of variables demonstrates that attrition did not bias the sample (Bushway, 

Krohn, Lizotte, Phillips, & Schmidt, 2013; Thornberry, 2013). For example, there were no 

significant differences by race/ethnicity or on three major forms of antisocial behavior – 

self-reported general delinquency, serious delinquency, and drug use.

 2.2. Measurement

In order to assess our hypotheses we create measures in four broad clusters: independent 

variables, mediating variables, outcomes, and control variables. The following is a brief 

description of the measures in each area. Descriptive statistics for all study variables are 

presented in Table 1.

 2.2.1. Outcomes: partner formation—In order to assess the potential effects of 

adolescent problem behavior on one’s marital trajectory, this study considers two different 

outcomes. The first dependent variable is a binary measure indicating whether or not the 

respondent was Ever Married. This measure was created using data from waves 6 through 

14.4 A little over 40% of the sample indicated that they had been married at some point 

between wave 6 and wave 14. Our second outcome of interest is a binary measure that 

indicates whether or not the respondent experienced an Early Marriage (i.e., married prior to 

the age of 22); around 7% of the respondents were married prior to the age of 22.

Our first measure of cohabitation is a binary measure indicating whether or not the RYDS 

respondent Ever Cohabited with a romantic partner without being married, between waves 6 

and 14 of data collection.5 Just under 74% of the sample indicated that they had lived with a 

romantic partner at least once during this time period. Relatedly, we also investigate Early 

Cohabitation. A binary measure was constructed indicating whether or not each respondent 

4The RYDS survey instrument began asking respondents whether or not they were married beginning in wave 6. However, none of the 
RYDS respondents reported being married until wave 8.
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lived with a romantic partner prior to the age of 22. In our sample, over 32% of respondents 

had cohabited prior to their 22nd birthday.

 2.2.2. Independent variables: adolescent risk behavior—We use four different 

measures of adolescent risk behavior collected, on average, at ages 14 and 15 (interview 

waves 1 through 4). General Delinquency is an incidence measure, which assesses the 

number of delinquent acts committed across these 4 waves of data collection. This measure 

includes behaviors ranging from minor acts of delinquency such as shoplifting and petty 

theft to serious property and violent offenses (m =39.86, s.d. = 92.63). We also focus more 

specifically on serious property and violent offenses and use an incidence measure of 

Serious Delinquency committed across waves 1 through 4 that includes the following 

behaviors: breaking and entering, theft over $50, stealing a car, attacking someone with a 

weapon, getting into a gang fight, robbery, and rape (m = 3.09, s.d. = 10.95). Similarly, we 

examine adolescent Drug Use with an incidence measure that indicates the number of times 

that the respondent used drugs such as marijuana, cocaine, tranquilizers, and so forth 

between waves 1 and 4 (m = 6.66, s.d. = 28.42). Our final measure of adolescent problem 

behavior is risky sexual behavior. In this analysis, we focus on a single aspect of sexual risk, 

early sexual debut (Hofferth & Hayes, 1987). Our binary measure representing early sexual 

onset reveals that nearly 35% of our sample engaged in sexual intercourse prior to the age of 

15.

 2.2.3. Mediators: disorder in the life course—We also examine whether or not the 

relationship between adolescent risk or problem behavior and subsequent partner formation 

is mediated by more proximal outcomes associated with early or precocious transitions: 

failing to graduate from high school, teenage parenthood, and receiving government 

financial assistance during emerging adulthood. We measure High School Dropout with a 

binary variable indicating whether or not the adolescent self-reported permanently dropping 

out of high school before graduation, thus failing to earn his or her high school diploma. If 

the adolescent subsequently earned a GED they are still counted as a high school dropout. 

Approximately 44% of this sample dropped out of school. Teenage Parenthood is a binary 

variable that indicates whether or not the adolescent self-reported giving birth to a child or 

had a romantic partner give birth to a child at any time before his or her 19th birthday. 

Nearly 25% of the respondents indicated that they gave birth or had a partner who gave birth 

before the age of 19. Finally, we created a measure of financial stress during emerging 

adulthood reflecting receipt of governmental assistance. Five questions from the wave 10 

interview (average age 21) asked respondents if they received any of the following since the 

last interview (at approximately age 18): food stamps, Aid to Families with Dependent 

Children (AFDC), welfare/cash assistance/Medicaid, unemployment compensation, or a day 

care subsidy. These 5 questions were used to create a binary measure where, if the 

respondent indicated that he or she received at least one of the previously mentioned forms 

of financial assistance, then he or she was scored as ‘1′ on Financial Stress. Thirty-three 

5Prior to wave 6, RYDS respondents were asked to name all of the people who lived in one’s household, and 3 subjects indicated that 
a “boyfriend” or “girlfriend” lived in the same household as the respondent in waves 4 and 5. However, these subjects also lived with 
at least one of their parents. Consequently, it is not possible to determine whether or not the respondent and their partner were actually 
cohabiting or whether or not the partner was living as a separate individual with the respondent’s family.
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percent of respondents received some type of government financial assistance during 

emerging adulthood.6

 2.2.4. Control variables—We also include an array of control variables to reduce 

overestimation of the effects of adolescent risk behavior on subsequent family formation. To 

account for the socioeconomic status of the family of origin, we include two variables: 

Parent’s Education Level refers to the highest grade completed by the principal family wage-

earner (range 6–13 or more years of education) and Family Income at Poverty Level is a 

dichotomous variable indicating whether the family income falls below the federally-defined 

poverty level for the given family size. We also include a dichotomous variable, Lives with 
Both Biological Parents, indicating whether the adolescent lives with both biological parents 

or in some other family constellation during the second wave of data collection (average age 

14). We control for Maltreatment Victimization with a binary measure constructed from 

official substantiated reports of child maltreatment including neglect, physical, and sexual 

abuse. We account for the Community Arrest Rate using data from the Rochester Police 

Department. This measure refers to the percentage of the population arrested within the 

respondent’s census tract in 1986. Finally, we control for race/ethnicity (African American, 
Hispanic and white as the reference category).

Given the numerous variables included in this analysis, we further assessed the impact of 

attrition (or missing data) from the RYDS sample on our final sample for analysis after 

listwise deletion (n = 644). There were no significant differences in means for any covariate 

of interest between our final sample and those subjects who had available data on each 

covariate of interest. Thus, evidence suggests that attrition (or missing data) did not create 

significant bias in the variables used in this study.

 2.3. Analytic plan

As previously described, we use four different indicators of adolescent risk behavior (i.e. 

general delinquency, serious delinquency, drug use, and early sexual onset) to ascertain the 

effects of adolescent problem behaviors on subsequent family formation. First, we look at 

the direct or main effect of each adolescent problem behavior on the four outcomes of 

interest (i.e. ever married, early marriage, ever cohabitation, and early cohabitation). Given 

the binary nature of the outcomes, we use multivariate logistic regression to determine the 

relationship between each individual problem behavior and each respective family outcome 

controlling for various other factors that may influence family formation. We then examine 

the relationship between each adolescent problem behavior and the proposed mediators 

which represent disorder in the life course (i.e., high school drop-out, teenage parenthood, 

6Efforts were made to ensure temporal ordering between our independent variables, proposed mediators, and outcomes. There are 5 
cases where temporal ordering was an issue between parenthood and cohabitation (cohabitation occurred before teen parenthood), and 
4 cases where the subject cohabited prior to dropping out of high school. This results in 8 unique individuals (3 females and 5 males). 
When we remove these cases from the analyses, the results do not change and we report the results for the full sample below. In 
addition, there are 52 respondents who were either married or cohabiting by the time we asked questions regarding financial 
assistance. Thus temporal order is difficult to assess. Finally, we acknowledge that it is possible given the time frame of measurement 
for financial assistance (average age of 18 to the average age of 21) that additional subjects were married or lived with a romantic 
partner prior to the receipt of financial assistance. However, we were not able to further disentangle the timing of the receipt of 
financial assistance to further ensure temporal ordering. We return to a discussion of the issue of temporal order concerning financial 
assistance in the Discussion Section, after the results are presented.
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and financial stress during emerging adulthood). Due to the binary nature of each mediator, 

we use multivariate logistic regression to regress each individual problem behavior on each 

mediator, while accounting for the control variables. The final step of our analysis involves 

analyzing the effect of each individual problem behavior during adolescence on subsequent 

family formation accounting for the potential mediating effects of high school completion, 

teenage parenthood, and financial stress. To do this, the models include each individual 

problem behavior and all of the potential mediating variables representing disorder in the life 

course as well as control variables in order to more adequately describe the relationship 

between problem behavior in adolescence and subsequent family formation. Recall we 

estimate all models separately by gender to determine the robustness of our findings across 

the male and female population.

 3. Results

We begin by examining the impact of adolescent problem behaviors on patterns of marital 

formation separately for males and females (Table 2). The odds ratio associated with each 

independent variable, that is each adolescent risk behavior, comes from a separate equation 

including the independent variable along with the control variables of race, parent’s 

education level, family poverty level income, family structure, maltreatment victimization, 

and community arrest rate. Contrary to the first hypothesis, there is no significant impact of 

any of the problem behaviors on the likelihood or timing of marriage for either the male or 

female participants (Table 2).

With respect to patterns of cohabitation (Table 3), the results are gender specific. For the 

male participants, the likelihood of cohabitation is increased by adolescent involvement in 

serious delinquency and early sexual onset. Moreover, the likelihood of early cohabitation is 

increased by adolescent involvement in delinquency, serious delinquency, and drug use. In 

contrast, for the female participants, none of the adolescent risk behaviors are significantly 

related to ever cohabiting or early cohabitation at the conventional alpha level of .05. 

However, the effect of delinquency on cohabitation is marginally significant as is the effect 

of drug use and early sexual debut on early cohabitation among females.

In general, involvement in adolescent risk behaviors seems to have a greater impact on 

patterns of cohabitation for males as compared to females. Although there are a smaller 

number of females available for analysis given the sampling design of the Rochester study, 

there is still adequate power to detect significant effects for female participants (n = 201) 

given these relatively simple additive models.

The next step in the analysis is to examine the relationship between the adolescent risk 

behaviors and each of the three proposed mediators: high school drop-out, teenage 

parenthood, and financial stress. The results are presented in Table 4. As was the case with 

the earlier analyses, all equations control for race, parent’s education level, family poverty 

level income, family structure, maltreatment victimization, and community arrest rate.

For the male participants, delinquency, serious delinquency, and drug use significantly 

increase the odds of high school dropout and teenage parenthood, but not financial stress. 
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Early sexual onset is also related to teenage parenthood but not to the other mediators. Given 

these findings, financial stress cannot serve as a significant mediating pathway for any of the 

observed relationships between adolescent risk behavior and partner formation nor can 

dropping out of high school mediate the impact of early sexual onset on ever cohabitation.

For the female participants only two of the anticipated relationships are significant. 

Adolescent drug use and early sexual onset both increase the odds of teenage parenthood. 

Given these findings and the earlier observation that none of the main effects of adolescent 

risk behaviors on patterns of partner formation are significant for the females (Tables 2 and 

3) there is no support for the mediational model among females. Nevertheless, we will 

examine the full models for the females to see if these precocious transitions are directly 

related to the outcomes.

The final step in the analysis is to examine the impact of both the adolescent risk behaviors 

and the precocious transitions on each of the outcomes. Results are presented in Tables 5–8. 

Each block of variables represents a separate equation that includes the specified adolescent 

risk behavior along with the 3 precocious transitions. It should be noted that the impact of 

the precocious transition variables is virtually identical across the 4 sets of equations in each 

table since the only thing that varies across the blocks is the particular risk behavior that is 

included. As before, the full set of control variables are included in each question. We begin 

by examining the results for the outcome of ever married (Table 5).

For the male participants teenage parenthood marginally increases the odds of ever 

marrying. Interestingly, teen parenthood does not increase the odds of marriage for female 

participants. On the other hand, financial stress appears to decrease the odds of marrying for 

females. When attention shifts to early marriage, none of the precocious transitions is 

significantly related to this outcome for either males or females (Table 6).

The final models concern cohabitation (Tables 7 and 8). For the males, teenage parenthood 

significantly increases the likelihood of ever cohabiting, but it does not appear to fully 

mediate the impact of serious delinquency and early sexual onset on that outcome. For 

female participants, however, none of the precocious transitions are significantly related to 

this outcome and involvement in delinquency still marginally increases (p = .09) the 

likelihood of cohabitation.

The results for early cohabitation are presented in Table 8. For the male participants, high 

school dropout, teenage parenthood, and financial stress are significantly related to the odds 

of early cohabitation (although financial stress is only marginally related to early 

cohabitation when serious delinquency is the adolescent risk behavior included in the 

model). The odds ratio for teenage parenthood (approximately 4.08) is particularly large. In 

addition, these variables serve as mediators for the direct effects of delinquency and drug use 

which no longer have significant effects on the outcome. Although the magnitude of the 

odds ratio for serious delinquency has diminished, it still remains significant suggesting that 

dropping out of high school and teenage parenthood only partially mediate the effect of 

serious delinquency on early cohabitation. For the females, teenage parenthood significantly 

increases the likelihood of early cohabitation, and dropping out of high school marginally 
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increases the likelihood of living with a romantic partner at an early age (p ≈ .09). Finally, 

we do find some evidence of mediation for the female sample with respect to the outcome of 

early cohabitation. Results suggest that teenage parenthood mediates the marginally 

significant relationship between drug use and early cohabitation and the marginally 

significant relationship between early sexual behavior and early cohabitation.

 4. Summary and discussion

Both the life-course framework (Elder, 1994) and interactional theory (Thornberry & Krohn, 

2001) suggest that adolescent risk or problem behaviors will have short-and long-term 

consequences that disrupt the orderly flow of development. In the short-term, they increase 

the probability of disorderly transitions between adolescence and adulthood and in the long-

term, they disrupt successful adjustment to core adult roles. In the present study we were 

particularly interested in the issue of partner formation and how adolescent risk behaviors 

influence the processes of partner formation.

Several general conclusions are warranted. First, the likelihood and timing of marriage was 

not related to adolescent risk behaviors in this sample. Involvement in general delinquency, 

serious delinquency, drug use, and early sexual debut did not reduce the likelihood of 

marriage or the likelihood of an early marriage for either the males or females.

Unlike marriage, cohabitation was related to adolescent problem behaviors but only for the 

male participants. Serious delinquency and early sexual onset increased the likelihood of 

cohabitation, and general delinquency, serious delinquency, and drug use increased the 

likelihood of early cohabitation. None of the adolescent risk behaviors were significantly 

related to either measure of cohabitation at conventional levels, but delinquency was 

marginally related to ever cohabiting whereas drug use and early sexual onset were 

marginally related to early cohabitation.

Second, we examined whether life-course theory’s hypothesis about precocious transitions 

helped to mediate or explain relationships between adolescent risk or problem behaviors and 

patterns of partner formation. In particular, we examined three indicators of disorderly 

transitions – dropping out of high school, having a child during adolescence, and financial 

stress as indicated by the receipt of financial assistance. The results vary by gender. For 

females in the Rochester sample, weak empirical evidence exists in support of the proposed 

mediation model, but only for early cohabitation. Recall, of all the relationships between the 

adolescent risk behaviors and partner formation outcomes, only two adolescent risk 

behaviors, drug use and early sexual onset, were marginally related to early cohabitation. In 

our full models, teenage parenthood appeared to mediate both of these relationships.

For male participants, however, there was more consistent support for the proposed 

mediational model, but only for cohabitation and not marriage. Adolescent risk behaviors 

were consistently related to two of the proposed mediators: high school dropout and teenage 

parenthood. Also, those mediators were related to both cohabitation outcomes and appeared 

to mediate the impact of the earlier adolescent problem behaviors.
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Third, although the precocious transitions did not consistently serve as mediating variables 

as hypothesized, they did have some significant direct effects on the outcomes. For the 

female participants, financial stress decreased the likelihood of ever marrying. For the males, 

teenage parenthood increased the likelihood of marriage, ever cohabiting, and early 

cohabitation. In addition, high school dropout status increased the likelihood early 

cohabitation.

Overall, there is little evidence in our data that difficulties in adolescence – either 

involvement in adolescent risk behaviors or experiencing precocious transitions – impact the 

most normative of partner relationships – marriage. Perhaps the likelihood and timing of 

marriage is more strongly influenced by more contemporaneous factors. The most consistent 

impact on marital patterns was observed for the female respondents. Young women who 

receive governmental assistance payments in emerging adulthood were significantly less 

likely to marry. However, it is difficult to discern the nature of this relationship from the 

available data. One possibility is that they were less attractive marriage partners, as 

suggested by models such as the one proposed by Becker (1981). On the other hand, it is 

also possible that they refrain from marrying so as not to lose eligibility for welfare 

payments or they have trouble locating acceptable marriage partners with stable employment 

given their disadvantaged background and social location (Wilson, 1990). This result raises 

interesting questions that require further investigation.

It is also possible that the failure to find a relationship between adolescent risk behaviors and 

precocious transitions and marriage reflects the growing opinion in American culture that 

marriage is becoming obsolete, especially among lower class individuals and minorities 

(PEW, 2010) as a result of a diminishing number of males who are available to marry and 

changes in social values (Wilson, 1990) Recall, the sample used in this analysis is 

predominantly lower class and minority. It is also possible that the increasing age of first 

marriage for males and females during the time period of investigation affects our analyses 

given that we only have marriage information on our subjects through age 31. It would be 

interesting to follow these subjects for a longer period of time (10 or 20 more years) to see 

whether the null relationships we found continue to hold. Moreover, the changing norms 

associated with parenthood and the growing belief that individuals can have families 

independent of marriage (Holland, 2013; Rackin & Gibson-Davis, 2012; Reed, 2006) may 

reflect why we did not find a relationship between teenage parenthood and marriage. In fact, 

national estimates reveal that 41% of births occur to unmarried mothers, and this number is 

much higher for African Americans and Hispanics (72% and 53%, respectively; PEW, 

2010).

In contrast, patterns of cohabitation – the less normative pattern of partner formation – is 

more common among our sample and more strongly related to earlier adolescent problems. 

For males in our sample, cohabitation was increased by involvement in adolescent risk 

behavior and precocious transitions. Perhaps cohabitation represents a continuation of more 

deviant or problematic patterns of development, especially given the negative relationship 

between cohabitation and relationship quality and stability (Smock, 2000). On the other 

hand, it may also be that males are using cohabitation as a means to demonstrate their 

respectability (Edin et al., 2004) and suitability as a partner. Interestingly though the most 
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consistent relationship observed is for teenage parenthood and cohabitation. Adolescent 

boys who reported having a child during adolescence were themselves more apt to cohabit 

and do so at an early age, which is in line with recent research suggesting that nonmarital 

pregnancy is a significant precursor to cohabitation (Lichter et al., 2014). However, we do 

not know from these data if they were partners with the mother of their child, although that 

is obviously a possibility and would be in line with the legitimation of cohabitation as a 

means of shared parenting rather than marriage (Lichter et al., 2014). This finding suggests, 

therefore, that, at least in the short run, these young males do not shirk their responsibilities 

as partners and/or fathers, a possibility that requires more detailed investigation. It is also 

consistent with those of an earlier, more extensive investigation of patterns of father contact 

and involvement with their children also using the Rochester data (Smith, Krohn, Chu, & 

Best, 2005).

The present results raise a number of questions for future research. Two seem most evident. 

First, there are clear gender differences in the results presented here. The results most 

consistent with the mediational model derived from life-course theory and interactional 

theory are observed for male participants. It is not clear why partner formation for the males 

is more consistently influenced by these earlier adolescent characteristics and behaviors. 

Perhaps this difference is related to a higher level of male involvement in adolescent risk 

behavior (see Table 1). We also note that the sample size for males is considerably larger in 

the Rochester study and we cannot rule out the possibility that the smaller sample of females 

may have limited our ability to see differences for female participants. As noted earlier 

though, the female sample (n = 201) should be large enough to detect significant differences 

in these simple additive models, an observation consistent with the fact that several 

significant relationships were found in our analysis.

These gender differences may also be a result of differences in the availability and 

desirability of potential partners across gender, especially among lower class individuals. For 

instance, marriage among lower class black women, who make up a majority of our female 

sample, is low (Lichter et al., 2014), and this is largely a result of the difficulty that African-

American females have in finding an acceptable marriage partner in terms of employment 

stability and criminal involvement (Wilson, 1990). Similar arguments are made with respect 

to cohabitation (Wilson, 1990). As a result, the depleted stock of acceptable males combined 

with the growing acceptance of female-headed households may lead females in our sample 

to resist forming unions with unacceptable partners whether or not they have a history of 

adolescent risk behavior or experienced precocious transitions to adulthood. Therefore, it 

may be that the females, and not potential mates, are driving the partner formation processes 

and choosing not to cohabit or marry.

In addition, cohabitation itself is a rather heterogeneous status and there are different reasons 

for cohabiting and different types of cohabiters. For example, Hiekel, Liefbroer, and 

Poortman (2014) identified 6 types of cohabiters such as those who cohabit as a prelude to 

marriage and those who cohabit because of potential necessity. Moreover, they demonstrate 

that there is substantial variability in the proportion of the population that cohabit, and in the 

type of cohabitation, across 10 European countries. The present study, of course, was 

conducted in a single American city, Rochester, New York. Whether these findings would 
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apply in other areas of the US or in other countries is unknown. Also, the available data do 

not allow us to examine sub-types of cohabiters so the relationships reported here should be 

viewed as an examination of cohabitation, in general, that would benefit both from 

replication in different settings and from more refined measures of cohabitation.

A second area for future research concerns the different pattern of findings for marriage and 

cohabitation. Given past studies (e.g., King & South, 2011) it is surprising how few 

characteristics are related to the likelihood and timing of marriage in this study. As stated 

previously, identifying both the precursors and more contemporaneous influences of 

marriage is required. Also imperative, future research should unpack the differences between 

cohabitation and marriage, in terms of precursors, desirability, and consequences, which 

would further advance life-course study and investigations into partner formation. It would 

also be advantageous to unpack these differences across class, gender, and racial/ethnic 

differences in marriage and cohabitation given the varying prevalence of marriage and 

cohabitation among these social groups.

As is true of all investigations, this one has its limitations. It is based on a sample drawn 

from a single city, Rochester, New York, at a particular point in time. The sample 

characteristics may also influence the pattern of findings observed. The sample is 

overwhelmingly composed of people of color and over represents youth at high risk for 

serious delinquents. Perhaps a sample with a broader representation, for example, a 

complete metropolitan area, would yield more variation on the study variables and a 

different pattern of findings. Replication of this analysis with different samples is certainly 

needed. Also, as noted above we were not able to completely resolve the issue of temporal 

order between the independent, mediator, and outcome variables. That was particularly the 

case for the mediator of financial stress. Even though that is not ideal, it did not alter the 

substantive conclusions of this analysis. Financial stress was not significantly related to the 

adolescent risk behaviors (where temporal order is correct) and therefore cannot logically 

serve as a mediator.

Although these and other limitations exist, we believe the current analysis contributes to our 

understanding of the impact of adolescent problem behaviors on patterns of partner 

formation. Relying on the longitudinal design of the Rochester Youth Development Study 

we were able to use prospective data to observe the likelihood and timing of both marriage 

and cohabitation over an approximately 15 year time span and related that to robust 

longitudinal measures of several adolescent problem behaviors and several precocious 

transitions. Doing so suggests that the more normative form of partner relationship – 

marriage – is not strongly related to earlier problems in life-course development. In contrast, 

cohabitation is influenced by those earlier characteristics and behaviors, especially for the 

male members of the Rochester study.
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 Appendix A. Correlation matrix

1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 14. 15. 16. 17. 18.

1. 1

2.   .32 1

3.   .11   .08 1

4.   .20   .25   .41 1

5.   .01 −.03   .09   .13 1

6.   .04 −.03   .11   .13   .71 1

7.   .01 −.00   .08   .14   .52   .30 1

8. −.00   .04   .09   .07   .07   .06   .04 1

9. −.07   .01   .10   .26   .20   .14   .16 −.00 1

10. −.03 −.00   .12   .27   .14   .10   .16   .11   .21 1

11. −.13   .04   .06   .12   .03   .03   .04 −.04   .16   .29 1

12. −.15 −.09 −.10   .08 −.01 −.01 −.01   .16 −.06   .12   .16 1

13.   .08   .05   .06   .11   .07   .07   .07 −.08   .10   .06 −.09 −.63 1

14.   .00   .04 −.05 −.08 −.06 −.06 −.04   .01 −.20 −.19 −.11   .01 −.23 1

15. −.06 −.05   .02   .11   .08   .08   .02   .02   .13   .15   .11   .12   .04 −.28 1

16.   .04 −.02   .05 −.13 −.09 −.09 −.09 −.02 −.09 −.07 −.12 −.18   .12   .20 −.20 1

17. −.04 −.00   .09   .11   .11   .11   .08   .06   .13   .08   .13   .03 −.12 −.07   .13 −.24 1

18. −.07 −.05   .03   .05   .02   .02   .01 −.02   .07   .14   .12   .25   .01 −.27   .23 −.08 ‒.06 1

1. Marriage

2. Early marriage

3. Cohabitation

4. Early cohabitation

5. Delinquency

6. Serious delinquency

7. Drug use

8. Early sexual onset

9. High school dropout

10. Teenage parenthood

11. Financial stress

12. Black

13. Hispanic

14. Parent’s education level

15. Family income below poverty line

16. Family structure

17. Maltreatment victimization

18. Community arrest rate
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Table 2

The impact of adolescent risk behaviors on ever married, by gender.

Males (N = 443) Females (N = 201)

Odds ratio P-value Odds ratio P-value

Ever married

    Delinquencya 1.00   .76 1.00 .43

    Serious delinquency 1.01   .23 1.00 .90

    Drug use 1.00 1.00 1.01 .48

    Early sexual onset   .94   .76 1.54 .21

Early marriage

    Delinquency 1.00   .39 1.00 .54

    Serious delinquency   .99   .62   .96 .64

    Drug use 1.00   .74   .96 .55

    Early sexual onset 1.36   .45 2.14 .20

a
Each row represents a separate equation including the problem behaviors and the following control variables: race, parent’s educational level, 

family income at poverty level, family structure, maltreatment victimization and community arrest rate

†
p < .10 (two-tailed tests)

*
p ≤ .05 (two-tailed tests)

**
p < .01 (two-tailed tests)

***
p <.001 (two-tailed tests)
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Table 3

The impact of adolescent risk behaviors on ever cohabitation, by gender.

Males (N = 443) Females (N = 201)

Odds ratio P-value Odds ratio P-value

Ever cohabitation

    Delinquencya 1.00 .13 1.01† .07

    Serious delinquency 1.08* .03 1.04 .27

    Drug use 1.01 .11 1.01 .41

    Early sexual onset 1.83* .02 1.70 .17

Early cohabitation

    Delinquency 1.00* .02 1.00 .14

    Serious delinquency 1.03** .01 1.01 .56

    Drug use 1.01* .02 1.02† .09

    Early sexual onset 1.36 .17 1.79† .09

a
Each row represents a separate equation including the problem behaviors and the following control variables: race, parent’s educational level, 

family income at poverty level, family structure, maltreatment victimization and community arrest rate

†
p < .10 (two-tailed tests)

*
p ≤ .05 (two-tailed tests)

**
p < .01 (two-tailed tests)

***
p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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Table 5

The impact of adolescent risk behaviors and transition variables on marriage, by gender.

Males (N = 443) Females (N = 201)

Odds ratio P-value Odds ratio P-value

Delinquencya 1.00 .70 1.00 .37

High school drop-out   .73 .14   .76 .44

Teenage parenthood 1.60† .08   .96 .91

Financial stress   .79 .35   .49† .06

Serious delinquency 1.01 .21 1.01 .68

High school drop-out   .74 .12   .74 .39

Teenage parenthood 1.58† .09 1.00 .99

Financial stress   .78 .33   .49† .06

Drug use 1.00 .98 1.01 .33

High school drop-out   .74 .16   .77 .47

Teenage parenthood 1.62† .07   .94 .86

Financial stress   .79 .36   .48* .05

Early sexual onset   .88 .53 1.70 .15

High school drop-out   .74 .15   .72 .35

Teenage parenthood 1.66† .06   .88 .73

Financial stress   .79 .35   .52† .08

a
Each row represents a separate equation including the problem behaviors and the following control variables: race, parent’s educational level, 

family income at poverty level, family structure, maltreatment victimization and community arrest rate

†
p < .10 (two-tailed tests)

*
p ≤ .05 (two-tailed tests)

**
p < .01 (two-tailed tests)

***
p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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Table 6

The impact of adolescent risk behaviors and transition variables on early marriage, by gender.

Males (N = 443) Females (N = 201)

Odds ratio P-value Odds ratio P-value

Delinquencya 1.00 .32 1.00 .62

High school drop-out 1.31 .52   .96 .95

Teenage parenthood   .75 .63 2.45 .20

Financial stress 1.93 .15   .74 .67

Serious delinquency   .99 .58   .95 .64

High school drop-out 1.20 .66   .92 .89

Teenage parenthood   .74 .61 2.49 .19

Financial stress 1.89 .16   .82 .77

Drug use 1.00 .79   .95 .50

High school drop-out 1.14 .76   .84 .80

Teenage parenthood   .71 .56 2.81 .13

Financial stress 1.85 .17   .87 .84

Early sexual onset 1.47 .35 1.95 .27

High school drop-out 1.18 .70   .85 .80

Teenage parenthood   .67 .50 2.29 .24

Financial stress 1.90 .16   .75 .68

a
Each row represents a separate equation including the problem behaviors and the following control variables: race, parent’s educational level, 

family income at poverty level, family structure, maltreatment victimization and community arrest rate

†
p < .10 (two-tailed tests)

*
p ≤ .05 (two-tailed tests)

**
p < .01 (two-tailed tests)

***
p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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Table 7

The impact of adolescent risk behaviors and transition variables on cohabitation, by gender.

Males (N = 443) Females (N = 201)

Odds ratio P-value Odds ratio P-value

Delinquencya 1.01 .48 1.01† .09

High school drop-out 1.48 .12   .87 .71

Teenage parenthood 3.05** .006 1.47 .33

Financial stress 1.35 .35 1.76 .15

Serious delinquency 1.06† .07 1.04 .34

Drop-out 1.40 .19   .83 .60

Teenage parenthood 2.97** .008 1.55 .26

Financial dtress 1.31 .41 1.69 .28

Drug use 1.01 .31 1.01 .62

High school drop-out 1.47 .13   .85 .66

Teenage parenthood 2.99** .01 1.48 .32

Financial stress 1.37 .33 1.76 .15

Early sexual onset 1.81* .02 1.59 .24

High school drop-out 1.60† .06   .83 .61

Teenage parenthood 2.94** .01 1.39 .40

Financial stress 1.42 .27 1.86 .12

a
Each row represents a separate equation including the problem behaviors and the following control variables: race, parent’s educational level, 

family income at poverty level, family structure, maltreatment victimization and community arrest rate

†
p < .10 (two-tailed tests)

*
p ≤ .05 (two-tailed tests)

**
p < .01 (two-tailed tests)

***
p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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Table 8

The impact of adolescent risk behaviors and transition variables on early cohabitation, by gender.

Males (N = 443) Females (N = 201)

Odds ratio P-value Odds ratio P-value

Delinquencya 1.00   .53 1.00 .15

High school drop-out 2.51***   .0002 1.86† .08

Teenage parenthood 4.11*** <.0001 2.58** .01

Financial stress 1.73*   .05   .74 .46

Serious delinquency 1.02*   .05 1.01 .52

High school drop-out 2.46***   .002 1.77† .10

Teenage parenthood 4.10*** <.0001 2.68** .008

Financial stress 1.71†   .06   .74 .47

Drug use 1.00   .39 1.02 .15

High school drop-out 2.51***   .0001 1.85† .08

Teenage parenthood 4.07*** <.0001 2.45* .02

Financial stress 1.74*   .05   .73 .44

Early sexual onset 1.29   .30 1.48 .27

High school drop-out 2.63*** <.0001 1.77† .10

Teenage parenthood 4.05*** <.0001 2.43* .02

Financial stress 1.78*   .05   .78 .54

a
Each row represents a separate equation including the problem behaviors and the following control variables: race, parent’s educational level, 

family income at poverty level, family structure, maltreatment victimization and community arrest rate

†
p <.10 (two-tailed tests)

*
p ≤ .05 (two-tailed tests)

**
p < .01 (two-tailed tests)

***
p < .001 (two-tailed tests)
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