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Abstract 

Cohabitation has become an increasingly common context for childrearing, yet children 

living with cohabiting parents often exhibit poorer academic outcomes than peers with 

married parents. This study examines whether these disparities stem from cohabitation 

itself, subsequent family transitions, or underlying mechanisms related to resources, 

stress, or selectivity. Using data from the Growing Up in Australia: Longitudinal Study of 

Australian Children (LSAC), we follow 920 children born to cohabiting parents and track 

family structure changes alongside teacher-rated literacy and mathematics performance 

from ages 6 to 11 years. Generalized estimating equation models show that, although chil-

dren whose parents transitioned to single-parent or other non-cohabiting arrangements 

initially appear to score lower academically, these differences are no longer significant 

once resource, stress, and selectivity variables are included. Instead, parental education, 

parental efficacy, homeownership, extracurricular participation, residential mobility, and 

parents’ region of origin more consistently predicts educational outcomes. Children with 

stably cohabiting parents and those whose parents later married do not differ signifi-

cantly. Findings suggest that among children born to cohabiting parents in Australia, dif-

ferences in later educational outcomes are largely explained by differences in parental ed-

ucation, efficacy, housing stability, and related factors, rather than by cohabitation or fam-

ily instability alone. 
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1. Introduction 

The cohabitation revolution (Smock and Manning 2010) has been well documented 

over the past 25 years in many different groups and in many parts of the world, including 

generational, racial, and socio-economic differences in cohabitation participation and du-

ration (Sassler and Miller 2017). In fact, cohabiting is the most common union experience 

for young adults in many high-income nations (Murphy 2011; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). 

Childbearing in cohabiting relationships has markedly increased along with the incidence 

of cohabitation (Vitali et al. 2015). Much research has documented differences among chil-

dren in married, single, or cohabiting families, but this work is often criticized for 

Academic Editor: Antonio Bova 

Received: 22 November 2025 

Revised: 3 February 2026 

Accepted: 5 February 2026 

Published: 12 February 2026 

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. 

Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. 

This article is an open access article 

distributed under the terms and 

conditions of the Creative Commons 

Attribution (CC BY) license. 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15020117
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Soc. Sci. 2026, 15, 117 2 of 23 
 

https://doi.org/10.3390/socsci15020117 

selection bias issues—the type of people who are in each of these family structures may 

be inherently different well before they begin parenting (Woods and Emery 2002; Rein-

hold 2010; Dufur and Alexander 2017; Rasmussen et al. 2022). In this paper, we address 

selection bias issues by examining child educational outcomes in families that all start in 

cohabitation when a child is born and then either stay in cohabiting unions or transition 

to a married or a single status by the time the child enters school. We examine differences 

in child educational outcomes among these groups while considering competing theories 

that might explain links between parental cohabitation and educational performance, in-

cluding resource dilution, stressors, selectivity, social capital, and residential mobility ex-

planations. 

Across Western societies, cohabitation has been on the rise (Brown 2017; Sassler and 

Miller 2017; Murphy 2011; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). In some Western democracies, more 

than half of children who do not live with married parents live in homes with cohabiting 

parents (Lundberg et al. 2016). To put this into a broader perspective, the number of co-

habiting adults with children doubled from 1980 to the early 2000s (Manning 2015), indi-

cating the rise of non-traditional households that include children. With this in mind, it is 

important to understand why children in cohabiting households are experiencing less fa-

vorable outcomes than children within married households. 

A robust literature associates living with cohabiting parents with a wide range of 

negative child outcomes. For example, children of cohabitors exhibit more behavior prob-

lems (Brown 2008; Apel and Kaukinen 2008) and have poorer physical health, such as 

asthma and obesity (Manning 2015; Koball et al. 2010), than peers with married parents. 

In a similar vein, children with behavioral problems are more likely to have non-married 

adults in the household. The directionality of that relationship, however, is unclear. It is 

possible that children with behavior problems create situations where their parents seem 

like less desirable marriage partners; on the other hand, cohabiting parents could provide 

unstable parenting or homes that lead to misbehaving children (Manning 2015; Mahmood 

et al. 2015). In addition, stepparent cohabiting families are more likely to have children 

with behavior problems compared to bio-parent cohabiting families (Wu et al. 2008), sug-

gesting additional complexities within cohabiting family structures. A number of studies 

also associate parental cohabitation with poorer educational outcomes (Sun and Li 2011; 

Brown 2008; Tillman 2007; Raley et al. 2005). These negative associations appear to persist 

regardless of whether children reside with both biological parents or with one biological 

parent and one social parent (Bzostek et al. 2012). 

Researchers have been less successful in determining why the negative relationship 

between parental cohabitation and child outcomes exists, or in untangling the potential 

mechanisms and pathways connecting living with cohabiting parents to negative child 

outcomes. Some research blames a lack of resources and a lack of access for cohabiting 

parents to coparenting programs that are often available to married parents (Wang 2014; 

McLanahan and Percheski 2008). On average, children of cohabitors have fewer financial 

(Sassler and Miller 2017) and social resources, such as social capital (Kalmijn 2003). And 

although stable cohabiting families may offer resources to children more similar to parents 

in stable married families, the loss of safety nets from the legal aspects acquired in mar-

riage, such as healthcare or certain funding opportunities, can negatively affect what a 

growing child needs to be both emotionally and physically strong (Manning 2015). The 

perspective that cohabitation might have negative influences on child outcomes because 

cohabitors can offer fewer tangible resources is quite different from the argument that the 

structure of the cohabiting family itself is the source of poorer developmental outcomes. 

A competing perspective proposes that stress and instability explain the link between 

cohabiting and negative child outcomes, as cohabitors are more likely to dissolve and re-

constitute romantic relationships than are parents who are married (Sassler and Miller 
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2017; Lundberg et al. 2016; Manning 2015). While nearly three-quarters of children born 

to married parents remain in the same stable family structure through age 12, only one-

third of children born to cohabitors remain in the same stable family structure through 

age 12 (Manning 2015), demonstrating that children of cohabitors are on average exposed 

to substantially more family churn that might be associated with stress as romantic part-

ners enter and exit the home (Amato 2005). By contrast, some research suggests that chil-

dren of cohabitors might become desensitized to this instability, as on average they may 

demonstrate less intense negative outcomes compared to children who experience their 

parent’s divorce (Wu et al. 2008). Still, relationship instability is associated with residential 

instability, which has negative repercussions for children (Pribesh and Downey 1999). 

Some scholars argue that selectivity processes can best explain associations between 

parental cohabitation and negative child outcomes. For example, cohabitors are on aver-

age less educated and come from less advantaged families of origin than do married par-

ents (Lundberg et al. 2016; Manning 2015; Perelli-Harris et al. 2010). Scholars who favor 

the selectivity perspective argue that once these differences between the kinds of people 

who cohabit and the kinds of people who marry are accounted for, differences in their 

children’s outcomes are no longer significant (Dufur and Alexander 2017). Cohabiting 

parents who are very similar to married parents in terms of their own upbringing, their 

education, and their personalities (such as self-efficacy and delayed gratification) might 

raise their children in similar parenting styles as married parents. And yet, on average 

cohabiting parents are not similar to married parents on those characteristics (cf. Vitali et 

al. 2015). 

Each of these theoretical perspectives—resources, stress, and selectivity—may ac-

count for educational deficits for children living with cohabiting parents and better ex-

plain the pathways that connect parental cohabiting with less desirable child outcomes. 

We adjudicate among these perspectives in a few ways. We are able to isolate family struc-

ture and transitions more directly than in past literature by limiting our sample only to 

those who live with cohabiting parents at birth to account for selectivity processes. We 

also model the effects of all three of these perspectives separately and simultaneously, 

recognizing that they may be intertwined (See Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Conceptual framework relating cohabitation stability and transition to teacher-related out-

comes. 

In this paper, we use data from Australia to make these comparisons for a number of 

reasons. First, Australian society and families share key similarities to other Western de-

mocracies where cohabitation has been tied to less desirable child outcomes, such as the 

United Kingdom and the United States (cf. Rasmussen et al. 2022, Crawford et al. 2012). 
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For example, Australia, the UK, and the US share common language and political heritage 

that shapes their cultures around the idea of family. Marriage in Australia and the UK 

occurs at a similar age to the OECD (2021b) average, only slightly lower than the age in 

the US. These nations also have similarly low fertility rates (all below 2 per 1000) (World 

Bank 2020) and crude divorce rates (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2021; CDC/NCHS 

2019; Eurostat 2021). These statistics are indicative of all three countries moving in similar 

ways through the second demographic transition. Australia is also similar to the UK and 

US in terms of patterns of productivity, educational attainment, and inequality (World 

Bank 2021a, 2021b, 2021c; OECD 2021a, 2022a, 2022b, 2023). These similarities suggest that 

the effects of living with cohabiting parents may be similar in Australia to what studies 

have established in countries like the UK and the US, with cohabitation linked to poorer 

child outcomes. If this is the case, our findings concerning whether family structure itself 

is a superior explanation for child outcomes in Australia, or whether considering re-

sources, stressors, and selectivity as more proximate explanations is more appropriate, 

will bolster theory-building findings from other parts of the world. 

On the other hand, Australia is distinct from other Western democracies in a number 

of important ways that could help distinguish among these theoretical perspectives. For 

example, the Australian government provides stronger social safety nets to alternative 

family structures than many countries in the OECD (Heuveline et al. 2010; McLachlan et 

al. 2013), which may decrease the sensitivity of Australian cohabiting families to resource 

or stressor factors. In addition, the GINI score for Australia suggests a more egalitarian 

economic system compared to that of the UK and US (OECD 2023), again perhaps raising 

the possibility that resource issues will not be as strong an explanation for any differences 

between children of cohabitors and those in other family structures in Australia. Indeed, 

in previous work using the Australian data we use here, there were fewer differences 

across family structures in terms of child BMI, child stress indicators, and maternal mental 

health in Australian families than in families in either the UK or the US, suggesting that 

unique factors of Australian culture might come into play to protect Australian children 

(Slighting et al. 2024; Stoddard-Bennett et al. 2023; Rasmussen et al. 2022). 

However, very little research has focused on child outcomes among children living 

with cohabiting parents in Australia. While there is a robust literature comparing children 

in one-parent and two-parent families in Australia (cf. Perales et al. 2017), which largely 

mirrors findings favoring two-parent families derived from studies in the UK and US, 

most research explicitly examining children of cohabitors in Australia is as much as 30 

years old (cf. Sarantakos 1996, 1997). Such work is mixed in terms of its alignment with 

work from other Western countries, demonstrating that children from cohabiting families 

are more likely to commit criminal offenses but that such children appear no different 

from those with married parents on other behavioral outcomes. The three papers men-

tioned above that use the same Australian data we use here find the opposite of studies 

looking only at one- and two-parent families: outcomes in Australian cohabiting families 

do not differ significantly from those in two-parent families where biological parents are 

married to each other (Slighting et al. 2024; Stoddard-Bennett et al. 2023; Rasmussen et al. 

2022). 

This is especially important to note because while cohabitation prior to marriage is 

very common in Australia, a smaller percentage of children live with cohabiting parents 

in Australia, and those children live in more stable cohabiting families, than in the UK or 

US, perhaps suggesting that such a family structure is less normative in Australian culture 

(Pribesh et al. 2019; Slighting et al. 2024; Stoddard-Bennett et al. 2023; Rasmussen et al. 

2022). Figure 2 presents a visual representation about movement and stability concerning 

cohabitation in Australia in the time frame of this study. 
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Figure 2. Sankey diagram of change in cohabiting family structures by transition type. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Current Study 

Prior research consistently shows that children living with cohabiting parents have 

poorer educational outcomes than children living with married parents, particularly in 

language and literacy development (Brown 2008; Manning 2015; Sun and Li 2011). How-

ever, this literature remains divided over whether these differences reflect the causal ef-

fects of family structure itself, the stress associated with family instability, or the selective 

characteristics of parents who form cohabiting unions. Most existing studies compare chil-

dren across family types, making it difficult to disentangle these competing explanations 

because parents who cohabit differ systematically from those who marry prior to the 

child’s birth. 

To address this gap, the present study restricts the sample to children born to cohab-

iting biological parents and examines how subsequent family trajectories—remaining co-

habiting, transitioning to marriage, transitioning to single parenthood, or moving into 

other family structures—are associated with children’s academic development from ages 

6 to 11. This design allows us to test whether marriage confers advantages beyond cohab-

itation and whether family instability produces educational penalties net of parental re-

sources and selectivity. 

We derive the following hypotheses from the dominant theoretical perspectives in 

the literature: 

H1 (Family Structure Hypothesis). If marriage provides unique institutional, legal, or cultural 

benefits, children whose cohabiting parents later marry will demonstrate higher language/literacy 

and mathematics performance than children whose parents remain stably cohabiting. 

H2 (Family Instability Hypothesis). If instability is the primary mechanism, children whose 

parents transition from cohabitation to single or other family structures will exhibit lower academic 

performance than children whose parents remain stably cohabiting. 

H3 (Resources Hypothesis). If access to financial, housing, and social resources explains aca-

demic disparities, associations between family transitions and educational outcomes will be sub-

stantially attenuated once these resources are controlled. 

H4 (Selectivity Hypothesis). If parental characteristics such as education, self-efficacy, age, and 

immigrant status drive observed differences, family structure effects will be reduced or eliminated 

after accounting for these selectivity factors. 
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These hypotheses are evaluated using longitudinal generalized estimating equation 

models that incorporate time-varying family structure, resources, stressors, and selectiv-

ity characteristics across three waves of the LSAC study. 

2.2. Data 

We use the nationally representative birth cohort study Growing Up in Australia: The 

Longitudinal Study of Australian Children Birth Cohort (LSAC), designed to follow the devel-

opment of 10,000 children and their families across Australia. At its beginning in 2004, the 

study designated two groups of 5000 children– the ‘B’ or ‘Baby’ group (0–1 years old) and 

the ‘K’ or ‘Kinder’ group. We utilized data from Waves 4 through Wave 6 from the B 

group. Wave 1 had 5107 family units and by Wave 6, when the B group children were 

approximately 10/11 years old, 3764 units remained in the sample. We restricted our anal-

ysis to elementary school-aged children to measure educational outcomes at ages 6/7 

years (Wave 4: 2009), 8/9 years (Wave 5: 2011/2012), and 10/11 years (Wave 6: 2013/2014). 

While most children participating in the study were born into married families, 16% of 

the nationally representative sample were born into cohabiting unions. We used house-

hold rosters to establish if family units were made up of two biological parents in a co-

habiting relationship at the time of the birth of the study child in Wave 1 and further re-

stricted our analyses to the 920 children born to biological parents who were cohabiting 

at the time of their birth. We utilize measures of educational success, cohabitation and 

relationship transitions, familial resources, stressors, and selectivity for these family units 

in each wave to answer our research question. We note that we do not weight the analyses 

here and therefore invite readers to apply appropriate caution when thinking about gen-

eralizing these results. We explored the possibility of applying weights but chose not to 

do so for two reasons. First, modifying the general weights provided by the LSAC is risky 

because our sample of children of cohabitors is small compared to the full LSAC sample. 

Second, the LSAC weights are derived using independent variables we include in our 

models here; under such conditions, applying weights would reduce efficiency and po-

tentially introduce additional bias (Winship and Radbill 1994; Winship and Morgan 1999). 

Still, we encourage readers to carefully consider the degree to which this might affect the 

generalizability of results. To address missing data, we used multiple imputation tech-

niques using the chained data sets method and constructing 20 imputed data sets. We ran 

post-imputation analysis and determined that appropriate imputation values were cre-

ated. 

2.3. Measures 

2.3.1. Outcome Variables 

Educational Success 

The outcome variables for this study were language/literacy proficiency and math 

proficiency as rated by the child’s teacher. Depending on the study wave, the language 

and literacy scale has nine or 10 communication and age-appropriate literacy skills such 

as “Understands and Interprets a Story Read to Them,” “Reads Age-Appropriate Books 

Independently with Comprehension,” and “Contributes Relevant Information to Class-

room Discussions.” This language and literacy measure is based on a five-point scale (1 = 

“Not Yet,” 2 = “Beginning,” 3 = “In Progress,” 4 = “Intermediate,” and 5 = “Proficient”) 

LSAC reports an alpha of approximately 0.96 for this measure (Harrison et al. 2009). The 

mathematical proficiency scale uses the same response scale but is based on eight or nine 

items (depending on wave), including grade-appropriate items such as “Demonstrates 

Understanding of Place Value,” “Compares Whole Numbers,” and “Uses a Variety of 

Strategies to Solve Maths Problems.” LSAC reports an alpha of approximately 0.95 for this 

measure. We combined these items into continuous level scale scores and standardized 
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them for analysis. Including both language/literacy and math proficiency as measures of 

educational success provides a more comprehensive picture of the study child’s educa-

tional success overall. See Table 1 for descriptive statistics. 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics. 

Variables Description Mean SD 

Cohabitation Status    

Wave 4 

Variable measuring what the family structure trajec-

tory is at Wave 4. Response options are 0 ‘Cohabit-co-

habit’ 1 ‘Cohabit-married’ 2 ‘Cohabit-single’ 3 ‘Other’.  

0: 0.38 

1: 0.19 

2: 0.13 

3: 0.31 

-- 

Wave 5 

Variable measuring what the family structure trajec-

tory is at Wave 5. Response options are 0 ‘Cohabit-co-

habit’ 1 ‘Cohabit-married’ 2 ‘Cohabit-single’ 3 ‘Other’.  

0: 0.33 

1: 0.16 

2: 0.13 

3: 0.37 

-- 

Wave 6 

Variable measuring what the family structure trajec-

tory is at Wave 5. Response options are 0 ‘Cohabit-co-

habit’ 1 ‘Cohabit-married’ 2 ‘Cohabit-single’ 3 ‘Other’.  

0: 0.28 

1: 0.14 

2: 0.13 

3: 0.46 

-- 

Language and Literacy Rating    

Wave 4 

A measure of the study child’s teacher’s rating of their 

ability of 10 communication and age-appropriate liter-

acy skills such as “Understands and Interprets a Story 

Read to Them” in Wave 4. This language and literacy 

measure is based on a five-point scale (1 “Not Yet,” 2 

“Beginning,” 3 “In Progress,” 4 “Intermediate,” and 5 

“Proficient”). 

3.42 1.09 

Wave 5 

A measure of the study child’s teacher’s rating of their 

ability of nine communication and age-appropriate lit-

eracy skills such as “Reads Age-Appropriate Books 

Independently with Comprehension”, in Wave 5. This 

language and literacy measure is based on a five-point 

scale (1 “Not Yet,” 2 “Beginning,” 3 “In Progress,” 4 

“Intermediate,” and 5 “Proficient”). 

3.58 0.99 

Wave 6 

A measure of the study child’s teacher’s rating of their 

ability of nine communication and age-appropriate lit-

eracy skills such as “Contributes Relevant Information 

to Classroom Discussions”, in Wave 6. This language 

and literacy measure is based on a five-point scale (1 

“Not Yet,” 2 “Beginning,” 3 “In Progress,” 4 “Interme-

diate,” and 5 “Proficient”). 

3.85 0.88 

Mathematics Thinking Rating    

Wave 4 

A measure of the study child’s teacher’s rating of their 

ability of eight items related to mathematical think-

ing/proficiency, such as “Demonstrates Understand-

ing of Place Value”, in Wave 4. The mathematical 

thinking scale uses the same response scale as the lan-

guage and literacy scale from 1–5.  

3.28 1.03 

Wave 5 

A measure of the study child’s teacher’s rating of their 

ability of nine items related to mathematical think-

ing/proficiency, such as “Compares Whole Numbers”, 

in Wave 5. The mathematical thinking scale uses the 

3.57 0.96 
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same response scale as the language and literacy scale 

from 1–5.  

Wave 6 

A measure of the study child’s teacher’s rating of their 

ability of nine items related to mathematical think-

ing/proficiency, such as “Uses a Variety of Strategies 

to Solve Maths Problems”, in Wave 6. The mathemati-

cal thinking scale uses the same response scale as the 

language and literacy scale from 1–5.  

3.45 0.99 

Resources    

Household Income    

Wave 4 

A measure of household income at the time of the 

Wave 4 interview. Measured in weekly income in 

AUS$. Responses range from A$0.00–A$13,415.10. 

1650 1212 

Wave 5 

A measure of household income at the time of the 

Wave 5 interview. Measured in weekly income in 

AUS$. Responses range from $130.00–$16,746.41. 

1921 1449 

Wave 6 

A measure of household income at the time of the 

Wave 6 interview. Measured in weekly income in 

AUS$. Responses range from $0.00–A$11,483.25. 

2060 1409 

Mother Government Income    

Wave 4 

A measure of the receipt of government payments to 

the study child’s mother in Wave 4 (0 “No” 1 “Yes”). 

The proportion of respondents reporting yes is shown 

here. 

0.63 --- 

Wave 5 

A measure of the receipt of government payments to 

the study child’s mother in Wave 5 (0 “No” 1 “Yes”). 

The proportion of respondents reporting yes is shown 

here. 

0.57 --- 

Wave 6 

A measure of the receipt of government payments to 

the study child’s mother in Wave 5 (0 “No” 1“Yes”). 

The proportion of respondents reporting yes is shown 

here. 

0.53 --- 

Mother Employment Status    

Wave 4 

A measure of the mother’s employment status at the 

Wave 4 interview (0 “Full time” 1 “Part time” 2 

“Other). Percentages are reported here. 

0: 0.24 

1: 0.38 

2: 0.39 

--- 

Wave 5 

A measure of the mother’s employment status at the 

time of the Wave 5 interview (0 “Full time” 1 “Part 

time” 2 “Other). Percentages are reported here. 

0: 0.32 

1: 0.36 

2: 0.33 

--- 

Wave 6 

A measure of the mother’s employment status at the 

Wave 6 interview (0 “Full time” 1 “Part time” 2 

“Other). Percentages are reported here. 

0: 0.39 

1: 0.35 

2: 0.26 

-- 

Homeownership    

Wave 4 

Variable measuring if the family owned the home 

they were living in at the time of the Wave 4 survey. 

Response options were 0 “No” and 1 “Yes. We report 

the percentage of those who answered yes here.  

0.60 --- 

Wave 5 

Variable measuring if the family owned the home 

they were living in at the time of the Wave 5 survey. 

Response options were 0 “No” and 1 “Yes. We report 

the percentage of those who answered yes here. 

0.63 --- 
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Wave 6 

Variable measuring if the family owned the home 

they were living in at the time of the Wave 6 survey. 

Response options were 0 “No” and 1 “Yes. We report 

the percentage of those who answered yes here. 

0.66 --- 

Number of people in household    

Wave 4 

Variable measuring resource dilution by measuring 

the total number of people in the study child’s house-

hold in Wave 4. Responses ranged from 2–13.  

4.46 1.18 

Wave 5 

Variable measuring resource dilution by measuring 

the total number of people in the study child’s house-

hold in Wave 5. Responses ranged from 2–13. 

4.52 1.19 

Wave 6 

Variable measuring resource dilution by measuring 

the total number of people in the study child’s house-

hold in Wave 6. Responses ranged from 2–13. 

4.43 1.19 

Selectivity    

Parent highest education level    

Wave 4 

Variable measuring the highest level of education 

achieved by the parents of the study child at time of 

the Wave 4 survey, 1 “Postgrad degree” 2 “Graduate 

diploma/certificate” 3 “Bachelors” 4 Advanced di-

ploma” 5 “Certificate” 6 “Other qualifications” 

3.78 1.80 

Wave 5 

Variable measuring the highest level of education 

achieved by the parents of the study child at time of 

the Wave 5 survey, 1 “Postgrad degree” 2 “Graduate 

diploma/certificate” 3 “Bachelors” 4 Advanced di-

ploma” 5 “Certificate” 6 “Other qualifications” 

3.73 1.34 

Wave 6 

Variable measuring the highest level of education 

achieved by the parents of the study child at time of 

the Wave 6 survey, 1 “Postgrad degree” 2 “Graduate 

diploma/certificate” 3 “Bachelors” 4 Advanced di-

ploma” 5 “Certificate” 6 “Other qualifications” 

3.68 1.35 

Age of Study Child    

Wave 4 

Variable measuring how old the study child is, in 

months, at the time of the Wave 4 interview. Options 

range from 74–92 

81.75 3.51 

Wave 5 

Variable measuring how old the study child is, in 

months, at the time of the Wave 5 interview. Options 

range from 98–117. 

107.12 3.75 

Wave 6 

Variable measuring how old the study child is, in 

months, at the time of the Wave 6 interview. Options 

range from 121–141. 

130.84 4.11 

Parents’ Region of Origin 

Variable measuring the parents’ region of origin, in 

Wave 4. Response levels are 0 ’Both parents are from 

AUS’, 1 ‘One parent is from AUS’, and 2 ‘Both parents 

are immigrants’. We report the percentages here. Per-

centages remain the same for Waves 5 and 6. 

0: 0.73 

1: 0.21 

2: 0.06 

--- 

Child Sex 

This variable measures the biological sex of the study 

child, taken from Wave 4, 0 ‘Female’ 1 ‘Male’. We re-

port these percentages here. Percentages remain the 

same for Waves 5 and 6. 

0: 0.47 

1: 0.53 
--- 

Mom age at birth 
This variable measures how old Mom was, in years, at 

the time of birth of the study child. Measured in years, 
21.14 5.842 
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at Wave 4. Options range from 16.58–47.58. Answers 

remain the same for both Waves 5 and 6. 

Parenting Efficacy    

Wave 4 

Variable is a four-item, parent reported scale that 

measures parents’ perceptions of their own parenting 

ability in Wave 4. Items were measured on a five-

point Likert response scale with lower response val-

ues indicating lower levels of parental self-efficacy. 

4.12 0.64 

Wave 5 

Variable is a four-item, parent reported scale that 

measures parents’ perceptions of their own parenting 

ability in Wave 5. Items were measured on a five-

point Likert response scale with lower response val-

ues indicating lower levels of parental self-efficacy. 

4.11 0.64 

Wave 6 

Variable is a four-item, parent reported scale that 

measures parents’ perceptions of their own parenting 

ability in Wave 6. Items were measured on a five-

point Likert response scale with lower response val-

ues indicating lower levels of parental self-efficacy. 

4.14 0.64 

Social Capital    

Extracurricular Activities    

Wave 4 

Variable measuring child’s participation in any extra-

curricular activities outside of school in Wave 4, using 

the questions ‘Does this child participate in any extra-

curricular activity outside of school?’, with the re-

sponse options of 0 ‘No’ and 1 ‘Yes’. We report the 

percentage of those who answered yes here. 

0.77 --- 

Wave 5 

Variable measuring child’s participation in any extra-

curricular activities outside of school in Wave 5, using 

the questions ‘Does this child participate in any extra-

curricular activity outside of school?’, with the re-

sponse options of 0 ‘No’ and 1 ‘Yes’. We report the 

percentage of those who answered yes here. 

0.85 --- 

Wave 6 

Variable measuring child’s participation in any extra-

curricular activities outside of school in Wave 6, using 

the questions ‘Does this child participate in any extra-

curricular activity outside of school?’, with the re-

sponse options of 0 ‘No’ and 1 ‘Yes’. We report the 

percentage of those who answered yes here. 

0.86 --- 

Neighborhood belonging    

Wave 4 

Variable measuring attachment to others in the neigh-

borhood; four item scale asked of main parent about 

trusting others, can ask others about local services, 

kept informed about local affairs and identify with the 

neighborhood (1 ‘Strongly agree, 2 ‘Agree’, 3 ‘Neither 

Agree nor Disagree’, 4 ‘Disagree’ 5 ’Strongly Disa-

gree’) reverse coded and averaged. 

2.91 0.60 

Wave 5 

Variable measuring attachment to others in the neigh-

borhood; four item scale asked of main parent about 

trusting others, can ask others about local services, 

kept informed about local affairs and identify with the 

neighborhood (1 ‘Strongly agree, 2 ‘Agree’, 3 ‘Neither 

2.93 0.58 
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Agree nor Disagree’, 4 ‘Disagree’ 5 ’Strongly Disa-

gree’) reverse coded and averaged. 

Wave 6 

Variable measuring attachment to others in the neigh-

borhood; four item scale asked of main parent about 

trusting others, can ask others about local services, 

kept informed about local affairs and identify with the 

neighborhood (1 ‘Strongly agree, 2 ‘Agree’, 3 ‘Neither 

Agree nor Disagree’, 4 ‘Disagree’ 5 ’Strongly Disa-

gree’) reverse coded and averaged. 

3.02 0.63 

Parent-Child Interactions    

Wave 4 

Variable measuring the social capital that parents cre-

ate through direct interactions with their children; 

asks parents how often they talk to their children 

about school activities, enjoy doing things with the 

child, when child is with you how often do you feel 

close to this child both when he/she is happy and 

when he/she is upset (reverse coded) (1 ‘Rarely or 

never’ 2 ‘A few times a month’ 3 ‘About once a week’ 

4 ‘A few times a week’ 5 ‘Daily’). 

4.54 0.54 

Wave 5 

Variable measuring the social capital that parents cre-

ate through direct interactions with their children; 

asks parents how often they talk to their children 

about school activities, enjoy doing things with the 

child, when child is with you how often do you feel 

close to this child both when he/she is happy and 

when he/she is upset (reverse coded) (1 ‘Rarely or 

never’ 2 ‘A few times a month’ 3 ‘About once a week’ 

4 ‘A few times a week’ 5 ‘Daily’). 

4.43 0.54 

Wave 6 

Variable measuring the social capital that parents cre-

ate through direct interactions with their children; 

asks parents how often they talk to their children 

about school activities, enjoy doing things with the 

child, when child is with you how often do you feel 

close to this child both when he/she is happy and 

when he/she is upset (reverse coded) (1 ‘Rarely or 

never’ 2 ‘A few times a month’ 3 ‘About once a week’ 

4 ‘A few times a week’ 5 ‘Daily’). 

4.32 0.58 

Stressors    

Stressful Events    

Wave 4 
Variable measuring how many stressful life events the 

child had experienced in Wave 4, standardized. 
0.19 1.11 

Wave 5 
Variable measuring how many stressful life events the 

child had experienced in Wave 5, standardized. 
0.12 1.05 

Wave 6 
Variable measuring how many stressful life events the 

child had experienced in Wave 6, standardized. 
0.19 1.10 

Residential Move    

Wave 4 

Variable measuring if the child has experienced a resi-

dential move since the last study wave where 0 ‘No’ 

and 1 ‘Yes’. We report the percentages of children 

who answered yes here.  

0.22 --- 

Wave 5 
Variable measuring if the child has experienced a resi-

dential move since the last study wave where 0 ‘No’ 
0.21 --- 
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and 1 ‘Yes’. We report the percentages of children 

who answered yes here. 

Wave 6 

Variable measuring if the child has experienced a resi-

dential move since the last study wave where 0 ‘No’ 

and 1 ‘Yes’. We report the percentages of children 

who answered yes here. 

0.16 --- 

School Change    

Wave 4 

Variable measuring if child has changed schools since 

the last wave where 0 ‘Did not change school since 

last wave’ and 1 ‘Did change school since last wave’. 

Percentages of those who answered yes are reported 

here. 

0.15 --- 

Wave 5 

Variable measuring if child has changed schools since 

the last wave where 0 ‘Did not change school since 

last wave’ and 1 ‘Did change school since last wave’. 

Percentages of those who answered yes are reported 

here. 

0.20 --- 

Wave 6 

Variable measuring if child has changed schools since 

the last wave where 0 ‘Did not change school since 

last wave’ and 1 ‘Did change school since last wave’. 

Percentages of those who answered yes are reported 

here. 

0.19 --- 

2.3.2. Independent Variables 

Cohabitation Stability and Transition 

The key independent variable was family structure and stability as measured by pa-

rental marital status. The biological parental relationship status was tracked every two 

years, each time a new wave of the study commenced. As mentioned above, our study 

only includes 920 family units in which the parents were in a cohabiting relationship when 

the study child was born (wave 1). By wave 4 when children were 6 or 7 years old, 38 

percent of children remained in cohabiting families. As the waves progressed, that per-

centage fell to 28% in wave 6 as families moved to structures other than cohabitation. 

Please note that families may have moved from cohabitation in wave 5 and then resumed 

cohabitation in wave 6—these percentages merely reflect the current status of the family 

structure at the wave. The percentage of families that started in cohabitation but moved 

to married also decreased over the three waves (19% in wave 4 to 14% in wave 6). Please 

note that the ‘other’ category in Table 1 concerning family structure captures the current 

status of the family that is not cohabiting biological parents, married to the biological par-

ent or single biological parent. This includes step and social families. This group member-

ship grew over time from 31 percent in wave 4 to 46 percent in wave 6. At any given wave, 

the ‘other’ family structure category includes stepfamilies, repartnered cohabiting or mar-

ried unions, and more complex arrangements (e.g., multipartner fertility or social-parent 

households), which are combined into a single analytic group because individual subcat-

egories are too small to model reliably on their own. The ‘other’ category that describes 

the current family structure is different from the ‘other’ category in Figure 2; thus, the 

percentages are vastly different. 

Resources 

We use two approaches to measuring familial resources that are typical in research 

on child educational outcomes. We first look at financial resources that can influence a 

family’s socioeconomic status (SES). To measure income/wealth, we concentrate on the 
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total household income (weekly income, AUS$). We also include receipt of government 

payments (0 “No” 1 “Yes”), as well as the mother’s employment status (0 “Full-time em-

ployment” 1 “Part-time employment” 2 “Other”). We also include the number of mem-

bers in the household as a measure of resource dilution. 

We model social resources available in families as social capital in three domains. The 

first is child and family connection to others through the child’s participation in extracur-

ricular activities (academic or sports) (0 “No” 1 “Yes”) (White and Gager 2007). Given the 

age of the children we study here, child participation requires substantial investment on 

the part of the parents, as well as connecting them to other adults involved in facilitating 

the activities. The second measure of social capital captures parents’ connections with the 

child’s peers in neighborhood belonging (Dufur et al. 2013; Parcel and Dufur 2001; Teach-

man et al. 1997). The third measure of social resources taps the social capital parents create 

through direct interactions with their children (Gillespie 2014). 

Stressors 

While we are especially interested in stressors that might be created by family struc-

ture instability or living in a non-typical family structure, not all psychological stress 

comes from family dynamics. Thus, we include a variable created from the Stressful Life 

Events Index (SLEI) designed by the administrators of the LSAC study. SLEI is a checklist 

of 25 stressful events that may occur in a child’s life that we summed and standardized. 

We removed 12 items such as ‘changed residences’, ‘changed marital status’, ‘had a sepa-

ration due to relationship or marital difficulties’, ‘increased work hours’ and ‘decreased 

work hours’ from the global index because we measure these stressors as separate influ-

ences on the child, leaving us with a total of 13 stressful life events on a standardized scale. 

We also measured changes in school attended (0 “Did not change school since last wave” 

1 “Did change school since last wave”). 

We measure residential mobility by using a variable that asks if the families had 

changed residential locations since the previous survey wave (0 “No” 1 “Yes”). In addition 

to measuring residential mobility, we consider whether the family owned the house they 

were living in (0 “No” 1 “Yes”). Homeownership is like an anchor; families are less likely 

to move if they own their own homes and are not experiencing a marital transition (Baker 

et al. 2016). 

Selectivity 

Selectivity measures include parents’ highest education level (1 “Postgrad degree” 2 

“Graduate diploma/certificate” 3 “Bachelors” 4 Advanced diploma” 5 “Certificate” 6 

“Other qualifications”) (Straits 1987), child age at interview (measured in months), par-

ents’ region of origin (0 “Both are from Aus.” 1 “One is from Aus.” 2 “Both parents are 

immigrants”), number of siblings, child sex (0 “Female” 1 “Male”), and mother’s age at 

birth of the study child (measured in years). We also include a standardized measure of 

parental efficacy that is correlated with selectivity characteristics as well as educational 

outcomes. Parental self-efficacy is a four-item, parent reported scale that measures par-

ents’ perceptions of their own parenting ability, with questions such as: does this child 

behave in a manner different from the way you want them to? Do you think that this 

child’s behavior is more than you can handle? Do you think you are good at getting this 

child to do what you want them to do? And do you feel that you are in control and on top 

of things when you are caring for this child? Items were measured on a five-point Likert 

response scale with lower response values indicating lower levels of parental self-efficacy.  
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2.4. Analytic Approach 

To account for the nonindependence of observations using repeated measures of the 

same children across three waves, we use generalized estimating equations (GEE) to in-

vestigate the relationships between family structure and instability and educational out-

comes while considering competing theoretical perspectives. GEE models are appropriate 

for longitudinal data that were sampled using complex, cluster designs (Wang 2014; Liang 

and Zeger 1986) with data from related individuals (Homish et al. 2010) with covariates. 

These GEE models estimate population-averaged effects, so we can examine how varia-

bles associated with each of our theoretical perspectives are associated with average 

changes in academic outcomes. We assigned cohabitation family status as well as other 

variables that changed over time as time-varying. Stable constructs such as biological sex 

and race/ethnicity were assigned as time-invariant. Although GEE is a type of repeated 

measures analysis, it differs from trajectory models in that GEE treats time-varying varia-

bles as within-person covariates whose values change across waves and explain contem-

poraneous changes in an outcome. We are not measuring how people systematically differ 

in developmental paths; instead, we examine the population averaged effects of when a 

predictor changes, or how the outcome changes on average at the same time point. We 

used GEE models with a Gaussian family link and an exchangeable correlational struc-

ture. We conducted two models for each education outcome. Model 1 only includes family 

structure and instability variables to predict educational outcomes. Model 2 includes all 

the variables as predictors for educational outcomes to assess whether resources, stress, 

or selectivity better explain differences in child educational outcomes than do family 

structure changes. 

3. Results 

3.1. Examining Educational Outcomes over Time for Students Born to Cohabiting Parents 

3.1.1. Language and Literacy 

Table 2 shows the results of the multivariate GEE regression models predicting lan-

guage and literacy scores. In Model 1, we find that compared to children whose cohabiting 

parents remained in a stable cohabiting relationship over time, all children of cohabitors 

who experienced family change were assessed lower by teachers on language and literacy. 

However, these results were not significant for children of cohabitors who then married. 

Specifically, children born to cohabiting parents who transitioned to a single parent house-

hold (β = −0.25, χ2 = 6.29, p < 0.05) and cohabit-other (β = −0.23, χ2 = 4.41, p < 0.05) family 

structures received lower scores on language and literacy than children who had a stable 

family structure over time. While these coefficients are relatively small, they represent 

scores about five percent lower than children whose parents continue to cohabit. How-

ever, Model 2 demonstrates that other mechanisms better explain educational outcomes 

for children of cohabitors than do family structure instability mechanisms. Model 2 con-

tained all theoretical explanations for language and literacy scores. After controlling for 

other explanatory variables, family structure changes to single or other family types no 

longer had significant associations with language and literacy scores over time. For co-

habitors who then married, the negative association became substantially stronger—

roughly eight times larger than in the initial model. Because the initial coefficient (−0.01) 

was close to zero, the percentage change to the model 2 coefficient (−0.09) appears large 

and should be interpreted as a substantial strengthening of the association rather than a 

precise quantitative metric. Cohabitors who became single showed a weakening of the 

association by 16% whereas cohabitors who moved to an ‘other’ status showed a modest 

57% strengthening of the association. The results in Model 2 suggested that resources var-

iables (i.e., homeownership, χ2 = 5.94, p < 0.05; extracurricular activities, χ2 = 5.42, p < 0.05), 
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selectivity variables (i.e., parental highest education level, χ2 = 19.91, p < 0.01; child age at 

interview, χ2 = 4.06, p < 0.05; parents’ region of origin, χ2 = 8.76, p < 0.05; child sex, χ2 = 

22.87, p < 0.001; and parental efficacy, χ2 = 9.07, p < 0.01), and the stressor of a residential 

move (χ2 = 7.81, p < 0.01) better predicted language and literacy change over time. Inter-

estingly, all other stressor variables were not significant predictors of language and liter-

acy mastery. 

Table 2. GEE model results. 

 Language and Literacy Math Thinking 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 

 β χ2 β χ2 β χ2 β χ2 

Intercept 0.06 1.29 −0.03 0.01 0.07 1.60 −0.48 1.50 

Family Structure (Cohabit-Cohabit omit)         

Cohabit-Mar −0.01 0.01 −0.09 0.98 −0.01 0.02 −0.12 10.71 

Cohabit-Single −0.25 60.29 * −0.21 20.36 −0.33 110.19 ** −0.19 20.10 

Cohabit-Other −0.23 40.41 * −0.36 30.65 −0.21 40.25 * −0.21 20.84 

Resources         

Household income – – 0.00 20.15 – – 0.00 20.31 

Mom Government income         

Yes (No omit) – – 0.04 0.22 – – −0.08 0.88 

Mom employment (Full time omit)         

Part time job – – 0.16 40.17 * – – 0.10 10.72 

Other – – 0.20 40.14 * – – 0.12 10.58 

Homeownership (Do not own omit)         

Own home  – – 0.20 50.94 * – – 0.15 30.29 

Number of people in household – – −0.06 0.99 – – −0.02 0.17 

Selectivity         

Parent highest education level (Post-

graduate degree omit) 
        

Graduate diploma or certificate – – −0.08 0.31 – – −0.07 0.26 

Bachelor degree – – 0.08 0.44 – – 0.22 30.15 

Advanced diploma – – −0.28 30.84 – – −0.04 0.09 

Certificate – – −0.26 40.83 * – – −0.11 0.88 

Other qualifications – – −0.67 80.51 ** – – −0.55 20.60 

Child age at interview (Months) – – 0.00 40.06 * – – 0.00 10.46 

Parents’ region of origin (Both from Aus. 

Omit) 
        

One is from Aus.  – – −0.03 0.06 – – −0.07 0.64 

Both are immigrants – – 0.34 70.96 ** – – 0.35 70.28 ** 

Number of siblings – – 0.00 0.00 – – 0.02 0.06 

Child sex (female omit)         

Male – – −0.36 220.87 *** – – −0.02 0.04 

Mom age at child birth – – 0.00 0.09 – – 0.00 20.62 

Parental efficacy (Standardized) – – 0.11 90.02 ** – – 0.12 100.32 ** 

Social capital         

Extracurricular activities (Did not partic-

ipate omit) 
        

Participated – – 0.22 50.42 * – – 0.24 60.27 * 

Neighborhood belonging (Standardized) – – 0.01 0.09 – – 0.04 10.11 

Parental interactions (Standardized) – – −0.03 0.73 – – −0.05 20.33 

Stressors         

Stressful events (Standardized) – – 0.02 0.61 – – 0.05 20.62 
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Residential Move (No move omit)         

Moved – – −0.24 70.81 ** – – −0.26 70.89 ** 

School change (No change omit)         

School changed since last wave – – −0.10 10.10 – – −0.08 0.72 

Note. * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001. 

3.1.2. Mathematics Thinking/Proficiency 

Findings concerning cohabitation and family structure change are similar when con-

sidering mathematics ability and thinking. In Model 1, without controlling for other vari-

ables, moving from a cohabiting family to a married family did not result in significantly 

different assessment of mathematical proficiency. However, children who had parents 

who cohabited at birth but transitioned to single (β = −0.33, χ2 = 11.19, p < 0.01) and those 

whose parents transitioned from cohabiting to other (β = −0.21, χ2 = 4.25, p < 0.05) received 

lower scores on mathematics than respondents whose parents stayed in cohabiting rela-

tionships over time. While these coefficients are again small, they represent between a five 

percent (transition to single) and an eight percent (transition to other) deficit, which rep-

resents around a third of a standard deviation, a moderate effect. 

However, after controlling for other potential explanatory variables in Model 2, fam-

ily structure shifts did not significantly predict mathematics scores over time. For cohabi-

tors who then married, the negative association became substantially stronger—roughly 

11 times larger than in the initial model. Because the initial coefficient (−0.01) was close to 

zero, the percentage change to the model 2 coefficient (−0.12) appears large and should be 

interpreted as a substantial strengthening of the association rather than a precise quanti-

tative metric. Cohabitors who became single showed a weakening of the association by 

42% whereas cohabitors who moved to an ‘other’ status showed no change. Results in-

stead provide support for the resources perspective (i.e., extracurricular activities, χ2 = 

6.27, p < 0.05), the selectivity perspective (i.e., parents’ region of origin, χ2 = 7.28, p < 0.01; 

parental efficacy, χ2 = 10.32, p < 0.01), and stressors (i.e., residential move, χ2 = 7.89, p < 

0.01). Mathematics mastery seems to be somewhat less sensitive to family mechanisms of 

any kind than is language and literacy, perhaps reflecting that more advanced mathemat-

ical concepts are more often taught outside the home (Lee and Bryk 1989) and are more 

uniformly taught across settings than are language and literacy (Akiba et al. 2007). 

4. Discussion 

While much research has shown that children who live with cohabiting parents have 

worse outcomes on average than children living with married parents (Apel and 

Kaukinen 2008; Brown 2008; Manning 2015; Koball et al. 2010; Raley et al. 2005; Sun and 

Li 2011; Tillman 2007), that literature has often attributed that association to the family 

structure rather than further exploring whether more proximate mechanisms might ex-

plain this relationship. This paper undertakes that task in two ways. First, we only follow 

children who were born to cohabitors to see how shifts to different family structures over 

time are associated with academic development. If cohabitation itself is the cause of defi-

cits in child development, we should see a pattern where children in stably cohabiting 

families do worse in literacy and math than children whose parents marry. We also in-

clude measures of potential mechanisms from a variety of theoretical perspectives that 

might better explain any relationships between family structure, family instability, and 

academic development. If children who live with stable cohabitors do worse than those 

whose parents marry regardless of resources, stressors, or selectivity factors, we would 

add to the evidence that family structure is the key driver of the previously observed re-

lationships between living with cohabiting parents and poorer child outcomes. 
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Similarly, if we find that shifting from a cohabiting family structure is associated with 

lower assessment of literacy and math ability in the presence of these alternative explana-

tions, we will provide evidence that family instability is the primary driver of these poorer 

outcomes. Finally, if we find that resources, stressors, or selectivity are more important 

drivers of academic development, we will provide evidence that challenges the idea that 

family structure or instability is to blame for children in cohabiting families having poorer 

outcomes. Our analysis addresses previous issues with research about family structure 

and educational outcomes concerning selection bias and cross-sectional studies. In this 

study, we start with people who are alike—parents who are cohabiting at the time of birth 

of the child in the study. We then track changes in family structure of those like groups 

and compare educational outcomes over time. 

Our findings for children born to cohabitors in Australia show that, while family 

structure instability initially seems to be more important than living in a cohabiting family 

structure, when other theoretical explanations such as access to resources, selectivity in-

dicators, certain stressors, and social capital explanations are accounted for, neither family 

structure nor family instability are significantly related to child academic development, at 

least not directly. Interestingly, children who lived with stably cohabiting parents and 

those whose cohabiting parents later married were statistically indistinguishable from 

each other even before including other potential explanations of academic development. 

We might have expected that children whose parents marry, because of this entry into a 

family structure that enjoys a number of cultural and structural benefits (Huntington et 

al. 2022), would gain in their academics. In addition, we might have expected this pattern 

to be especially pronounced in Australia, a country that has growing numbers of cohabi-

tors but still a substantially smaller proportion of cohabiting parents than other western 

democracies like the United Kingdom or the United States (Rasmussen et al. 2022; Slight-

ing et al. 2024). Because the cohabitation revolution has been somewhat slower in Aus-

tralia, it seems logical that children born to cohabitors would see benefits to their parents 

marrying; however, we find no such benefits. 

Similarly, children born to cohabitors who then experience family instability in the 

form of family dissolution do initially appear to do worse than children of stable cohabi-

tors, perhaps suggesting that instability is at the root of cohabitors’ performance, espe-

cially given that cohabitors tend to have more relationship churn than married parents 

(Sassler and Miller 2017; Lundberg et al. 2016; Manning 2015). However, when we con-

trolled for other potential family mechanisms, children whose parents ceased cohabiting 

and experienced relationship churn were assessed no differently by their teachers than 

were children of stable cohabitors. Again, we find no evidence that family structure is the 

key pathway of how young Australian children born to cohabiting biological parents per-

form in educational settings. 

We do, however, find evidence of alternative theoretical perspectives arguing that 

family mechanisms might be related to cohabitation and are also related to child academic 

development. We found several significant associations between selectivity variables and 

teacher ratings. Children whose parents cohabit when they are born grow up with 

younger, less educated parents who report lower levels of self-efficacy (Reeves and 

Krause 2017; Koops et al. 2021; Manning and Brown 2006). Low levels of parental self-

efficacy, may lead to more negative parenting strategies, such as less supportive, non-

mindful teachings, less effective techniques in helping children manage emotions, as well 

as more child exposure to anti-social attitudes and behaviors like aggression or rejection 

(Ardelt and Eccles 2001; Glatz et al. 2023; Grusec and Davidov 2010; Giallo et al. 2013). 

These same characteristics associated with becoming cohabitors in the first place change 

how cohabitors parent their children. At the same time, our findings are in line with pre-

vious research stating that children of cohabitors also enjoy fewer physical and social 
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resources, and those resources are diluted across larger families (Eggebeen 2005; Hewitt 

and Vidal 2025, Halliday Hardie and Lucas 2010). Put another way, this reinforces that 

cohabiting parents, regardless of whether they stay stably cohabiting, later marry, or ex-

perience partner exit, enter parenthood with fewer resources and acquire fewer resources 

to invest in their children along the way. While families in Australia enjoy robust social 

supports, it may be important for more of that support to be directed at couples at risk of 

entering parenthood unprepared. 

Given that children of cohabitors are on average exposed to more relationship churn, 

and that we were able to account in our models for that churn, we were surprised that 

stressor explanations did not do as good a job of explaining associations between cohab-

iting family structures and child academic development as resource and selectivity expla-

nations did. Of course, it is possible we simply have superior measures of resources and 

selectivity in the LSAC data, and stressors are an undermeasured but important factor 

here. It is also possible that by studying the Australian case, where there is robust social 

support, parents in alternative family structures are less subjected to chronic stress than 

in otherwise similar Western countries. We do find, however, that children who experi-

ence the stressor of residential mobility do worse on teacher assessments of both literacy 

and math. It is possible that children of cohabitors become accustomed to the instability 

of a parent entering and exiting, but remain susceptible to the stressors of having to move 

themselves. 

The findings from this study may also reflect differences in the development of lan-

guage/literacy skills and mathematical proficiency skills. Literacy development is heavily 

influenced by the home environment. Children often learn from parental reading behav-

iors, language exposure, and availability of literacy building materials at home. In con-

trast, mathematical proficiency skills are more consistently taught and reinforced in 

school settings. As language/literacy is more heavily developed in the home environment, 

those skills are more susceptible to disruption when there is disruption in the family struc-

ture. To address potential developmental variation over time, we note that associations 

between family structure transitions and academic outcomes appeared broadly consistent 

across Waves 4–6 rather than being driven by a single observation period; although we 

did not formally model interactions between predictors and time, descriptive compari-

sons and model stability checks indicated that the attenuation of family-structure effects 

after inclusion of resource, selectivity, and stress variables was evident at each wave, sug-

gesting that these mechanisms operate similarly across the primary school years exam-

ined. Importantly, the resource, stress, social capital, and selectivity variables included in 

Model 2 should be understood as pathways through which family structure and instabil-

ity may shape children’s development, rather than merely as competing explanations; our 

results therefore indicate that differences in these mechanisms account for most observed 

outcome variation among children born to cohabiting parents, not that family structure is 

irrelevant in broader contexts. 

One limitation of our study is that our measure of residential mobility is very con-

servative. We only have an answer to whether the family has moved since the last wave 

was conducted. However, a lot can happen in the two years between study waves, and 

we cannot tell anything granular about what has happened between surveys. We don’t 

know if the family moved or if the parental relationships came and went, potentially mul-

tiple times, during those two years. For the study children, two years is a significant por-

tion of their consciousness, nearly a third of the time they’ve been alive. Our study also 

only includes children who are under the age of 12. Further research should be done in 

order to understand the effects of cohabitation and parental relationship status on adoles-

cents’ academic performance. 
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Another limitation comes from our measures of stress and development. While we 

include robust measures of stressful events, we have no data about whether the parents 

or the child are actually experiencing stress from these events. Thus, these measures come 

with many assumptions baked in. The fact that individuals’ outcomes are potentially just 

as sensitive to perceiving that they are experiencing stress as to granular variation across 

stress exposure scenarios (cf. Acoba 2024; Apazoglou et al. 2017) gives us additional con-

fidence that these findings represent real effects of stress in Australian families’ lives. 

However, more insight into how the parent or the child responds to these stressful events 

could lead to a better understanding of how stress influences a child’s educational out-

comes in cohabiting families. Teacher ratings of a child’s language/literacy skills and 

mathematical proficiency skills may reflect a child’s classroom behavior, participation, 

and the teacher’s expectations, as well as the child’s academic competence. All of these 

factors may be influenced by family background, depending on what is modeled for the 

child in the home. Given that the focus of our study is on cohabiting families, teachers 

may have different expectations of children in the study pool than they would have for 

children of married parents. Additional academic information, such as grades, would be 

beneficial to gain a comprehensive picture of a child’s academic performance. Unfortu-

nately, that data was unavailable with this data set, but we feel confident that these teacher 

evaluations offer a fairly accurate evaluation of student performance. Additionally, social 

capital measures that offer more insight into how social capital changes if the family struc-

ture changes, if the child moves schools, or if they undergo other transitions, would pro-

vide more insight. It can be expected that a transition in the child’s social network will 

result in new types of social capital for that child. 

5. Conclusions 

This study initially suggests that family structure instability other than entering a 

marriage seems to have more of an influence on a child’s educational outcomes than 

simply living in a cohabiting family structure among families in Australia. However, 

when other theoretical explanations are accounted for, we see that neither family structure 

nor instability are significantly related to child academic development. We instead find 

that resources, selectivity indicators, certain stressors, and social capital explanations are 

significantly related to a child’s academic success. These findings are especially interest-

ing, as Australia has been slower to partake in the cohabitation revolution than many 

other Western countries. Our findings refine rather than overturn prior family-structure 

research by showing that, among children born to cohabiting parents, variation in re-

sources, parental capacities, and stability-related mechanisms largely explains differences 

in educational outcomes. To further unpack the impact that the family unit has on child 

development, we recommend that further research be done on the role that these expla-

nations have on children’s academic outcomes in families that experience different kinds 

of instability and complexity. 
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