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ANDREW J. CHERLIN  Johns Hopkins University

Demographic Trends in the United States: A Review
of Research in the 2000s

Demographic trends in the 2000s showed the
continuing separation of family and house-
hold because of factors such as childbear-

ing among single parents, the dissolution of

cohabiting unions, divorce, repartnering, and
remarriage. The transnational families of many
immigrants also displayed this separation, as
families extended across borders. In addition,
demographers demonstrated during the decade
that trends such as marriage and divorce were
diverging according to education. Moreover,
demographic trends in the age structure of the
population showed that a large increase in the
elderly population will occur in the 2010s. Over-
all, demographic trends produced an increased
complexity of family life and a more ambiguous
and fluid set of categories than demographers
are accustomed to measuring.

In 1988, Paul Glick, the founder of the field
of family demography, wrote the first overview
of the field to appear in this journal, on the
occasion of its 50th anniversary (Glick, 1988).
He organized his article around the stages of the
family life cycle, a concept he had developed
decades earlier (Glick, 1947). It assumed that
most people experienced a linear progression
from being single to getting married to having
children to experiencing an empty nest and
finally to death or widowhood. Glick (1988)
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did, to be sure, mention deviations from this
path, such as single parenthood, cohabitation,
divorce, and remarriage. But his assumption
was that the conventional life cycle provided a
useful framework for studying most Americans’
family lives. It was indeed a good assumption in
the middle of the 20th century, the period from
roughly 1940 to 1960, when Glick did most of
his pioneering work and when most Americans
moved in lockstep through the cycle. It was,
however, becoming less useful by the time his
review of the field appeared.

The next overview was published in 2000, the
first time that an article on family demography
appeared in one of the journal’s decennial
decade in review issues (Teachman, Tedrow,
& Crowder, 2000). The authors built upon
Glick’s framework but gave more weight to the
racial, ethnic, and social class diversity of family
patterns. They paid more attention to divorce
and remarriage, which had become much more
common in the last decades of the century than
in the middle decades, and they described the
effects of economic stagnation on low income
families. But they made only scant mention of
cohabitation and of families extending across
more than one household, in large part, they
explained, because so little demographic data on
these phenomena were available.

Family demographers in the 2000s moved
even further away from the framework of a
conventional, uniform family life cycle. For
one thing, an important set of studies demon-
strated a troubling divergence in the family
patterns of Americans according to education
and income, with several indicators moving in
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encouraging directions (e.g., less divorce) for the
best-educated segment of the population while
remaining the same or moving in discouraging
directions (more divorce) for the less educated
(McLanahan, 2004). A half century ago, in con-
trast, most Americans, rich or poor, lived in
two-parent families that in many ways were sim-
ilar. The result is that Americans with different
levels of education now tend to follow different
paths through family formation and dissolution.
This divergence is likely to remain a major focus
of demographic research in the 2010s.

It remains unclear why this divergence is
occurring, although it is tempting to associate it
with trends in the labor market. Since the 1970s,
the globalization and automation of production
have reduced the labor market opportunities of
individuals without college degrees, whereas
the opportunities for those with college degrees
may have increased, or at least not declined as
much. Perhaps as a result, the wages of men
without college degrees have fallen since the
early 1970s, and the wages of women without
college degrees have failed to grow (Ellwood
& Jencks, 2004; Richer, Frank, Greenberg,
Savner, & Turetsky, 2003). By 1996, the
average 30-year-old man with a high school
degree earned 20% less than a comparable
man in 1979 (Levy, 1998). Moreover, it still
seems to be a prerequisite for marriage that a
prospective husband have the ability to earn a
decent, stable income. So it may be that labor
market trends are discouraging marriage (and
increasing marital dissolution) among the less
educated, whereas the college educated marry
each other and consolidate the gains they have
made in the restructured American economy.
Nevertheless, this explanation is speculative.
Research in the 2010s hopefully will provide
a better understanding of what has produced this
demographic gap.

Also inconsistent with the family life cycle
framework is the continuing separation of family
and household, which has progressed further
than when Teachman et al. (2000) mentioned
it briefly 10 years ago. This separation has
accelerated not just because of divorce and
nonmarital childbearing but also because of
childbearing in fragile cohabiting unions and
because of new phenomena such as the growth of
transnational immigrant families. The themes of
the diverging family patterns and the separation
of family and household will be interwoven with
this review of research on demographic trends in
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the 2000s. I also will highlight an area of family
demography that developed rather quietly during
the decade but that will, I am confident, become
amuch more visible topic in the 2010s: the aging
of the population and its implications for family
life.

MARRIAGE

The typical age at marriage continued its
decades-long rise in the 2000s: The median
age at first marriage rose to 27.4 for men and
25.6 for women in 2008 (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 2009). Racial and ethnic differentials
persisted: According to one widely cited set
of life table estimates, 81% of non-Hispanic
White women, 77% of Hispanic women, and
52% of non-Hispanic African American women
were predicted to marry by age 30 (Bramlett &
Mosher, 2002). In addition, the college educated
are more likely to ever marry than are the less
educated (Goldstein & Kenney, 2001), but they
delay marrying more than do other groups.
Fewer of them marry before age 25, in large
part because they are finishing their education
or starting careers. In their late 20s and 30s,
however, their marriage rates are greater than
the rates for individuals with less education
(Martin, 2004), and by the time they have
reached their 40s, they are more likely to have
ever married. Early in the transition to adulthood,
in other words, women who will go on to obtain
college degrees look as though they will have a
lower probability of marrying than other women,
but by their 30s, they prove to have a higher
probability.

Moreover, who one marries depends on
one’s education more so than in the past.
In the early 20th century, one’s religion was
of greater significance for choosing a spouse
than it is today. A college-educated Protestant
was more likely to marry a Protestant high
school graduate than to marry a college-educated
Catholic. Yet, since then, college graduates have
become more likely to marry each other than
to marry individuals of the same religion but
without college degrees. Although religion still
matters, college graduates have largely separated
themselves from the rest of the marriage market
(Kalmijn, 1991). And people without high
school degrees have become more isolated at the
other end of the marriage market: They are less
likely to marry individuals with more education
than they have (Schwartz & Mare, 2005). What
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seems to be occurring is that the marriage market
is settling into three submarkets: one for the
college educated, one for the least educated, and
one for those with a high school degree and
perhaps a few years of college.

DIVORCE

The aggregate risk of a marriage ending in
divorce appears to have declined from the
peak that occurred about 1980. Perhaps half
of marriages that were begun around that time
will end in divorce, but the lifetime level of
divorce may not be as high for marriages
begun recently. The exact predicted percentage
depends on whether one includes separations
(the vast majority of which are permanent) and
on what data source and analytical technique
one uses. Nearly all studies suggest that the
lifetime probability of disruption is between
40% and 50% (Raley & Bumpass, 2003; Schoen
& Standish, 2001; Stevenson & Wolfers, 2007;
U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005).

Like marriage rates, divorce rates are
diverging by education. During the 1960s and
1970s, the probability that a marriage would end
in divorce rose sharply for all groups (Cherlin,
1992). Since then, however, the probability of
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divorce has declined among married couples in
which the spouses have college degrees, whereas
divorce probabilities have stayed roughly the
same or even increased for the less educated.
Figure 1, from Martin (2006), illustrates this
trend over the 20-year period, 1975 to 1994,
using retrospective reports by women in the
1996 and 2001 Surveys of Income and Program
Participation. It displays the proportion of
marriages that ended in a permanent separation
or divorce during the first 10 years of the
marriage, by 5-year marriage cohorts. Although
at all times women with college degrees have
a lower probability of separation or divorce,
the gap is much wider among all women
who married in the 1990 to 1994 period than
it is among all women who married in the
1970 to 1974 period. The figure shows that
during the 1960s and 1970s, the probability
of permanent separation or divorce was rising
for all women who were entering marriage.
Since then, there has been a substantial decrease
for women with college degrees, whereas the
probability has continued to increase among
women without high school degrees and has
held roughly constant among women with a
high school degree or some college. Raley and
Bumpass (2003) reported similar findings for

FIGURE 1. PERCENTAGE OF WOMEN WITH A PERMANENT SEPARATION OR DIVORCE WITHIN 10 YEARS OF A FIRST
MARRIAGE: LIFE TABLE ESTIMATES BY EDUCATIONAL LEVEL.
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the dissolution of all unions (whether marital or
cohabiting) during the period of 1980 to 1994:
The probability of dissolution increased for all
educational groups except those with college
degrees, among whom the probability remained
unchanged.

(Few demographic analyses of trends in
remarriage were published in the 2000s, so it
is not known whether it became more or less
common among the divorced population. Past
studies had suggested that remarriage rates were
declining but that the formation of cohabiting
unions among the previously married was
compensating for most of the decline; Bumpass,
Sweet, & Cherlin, 1991).

FERTILITY

In a journal published in almost any other
nation, a review of recent demographic research
would feature the birthrate as a major topic. In
large part, the lesser attention to births among
Americans is a reflection of the relatively high
level of fertility in the United States compared
to other developed countries. In 2006, the total
fertility rate, the expected number of children
that a woman would give birth to during her
lifetime, was 2.10, which is the level that would
be required to replace the population (U.S.
National Center for Health Statistics, 2009a).
The American total fertility rate was boosted
by the fertility of Hispanic women, whose total
fertility rate was 2.89. (Non-Hispanic African
American women had a total fertility rate of 2.11,
which matched the national average. Moreover,
as will be discussed below, the high total fertility
rate of Hispanics is largely driven by the fertility
of Mexican-origin women.) Yet, even among
non-Hispanic White women, the total fertility
rate was 1.86, which was similar to the highest
levels of fertility to be found in Europe, such as
Sweden (1.85) or the United Kingdom (1.85;
Institut National d’Etudes Démographiques,
2008). This level of fertility, combined with the
high levels of immigration to the United States,
blunts any concern about declining population
size. Consistent with this outlook, most fertility
research in the United States in the 2000s
focused not on fertility trends per se but rather
on fertility in a particular context: nonmarital
fertility, fertility among adolescents, or fertility
and immigration.

In 1950 only 4% of all children were born
outside of marriage; by 2007, in comparison,
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39.7% of all children were born outside of
marriage (U.S. National Center for Health
Statistics, 2005, 2009b). In the mid- to late
20th century, many researchers focused on a rise
in childbearing among unmarried adolescents.
But by the mid-2000s, teenage birthrates had
dropped to levels not seen in two decades
(U.S. National Center for Health Statistics 2000,
2009a) before rising again slightly toward the
end of the decade. Whereas in 1970 teenagers
accounted for 50% of all nonmarital births,
by 1999 they accounted for only 29% (U.S.
National Center for Health Statistics, 2000). In
contrast, births to unmarried women in their 20s
rose sharply because women were postponing
marriage but not postponing having children
as much. By the mid-2000s, the birthrates for
unmarried women in their 20s far exceeded the
birthrates for unmarried teens (U.S. National
Center for Health Statistics, 2009a).

This rise among unmarried women in their
20s and 30s has occurred mainly among women
without college degrees. Childbearing outside
of marriage has remained uncommon among
college educated women, who still tend to
follow the conventional pathway: finish one’s
education, then marry, then have children. But
childbearing outside of marriage has become
much more common among less-educated
women in their 20s or 30s. In the period
from 1997 to 2001, 93% of women with a
college degree who gave birth were married
compared to 71% of women with some college,
57% of women with a high school degree, and
39% of women without a high school degree
(Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008). Less-educated and
low-income women and men are increasingly
having children prior to marrying. Women from
neighborhoods where few lasting marriages are
visible perceive little cost to taking this path
(Edin & Kefalas, 2005).

Although 39.7% of all births in the United
States now occur to unmarried women, not all of
them occur to unpartnered unmarried women.
Americans still use the term single parents
to describe unmarried parents, as if the only
possible statuses were to be married or to be
without a partner. This was true a half century
ago when cohabitation was very uncommon.
Until the 1990s, government statistics still
followed this practice by ignoring the possibility
that single parents may have cohabiting partners
present. Yet many supposedly single parents
are indeed cohabiting; the best estimate is that
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about half of unmarried women who give birth
are cohabiting with the fathers of their children
(Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008). Moreover, a large
share of the increase in nonmarital childbearing
since the 1990s has occurred to cohabiting
couples. Figure 2, drawn from Kennedy and
Bumpass, shows the trend for the 1990s: The
proportion of children born to married mothers
declined during the decade, but the proportion
of children born to lone (i.e., neither married
nor cohabiting) mothers remained constant at
16%. Only the proportion born to cohabiting
mothers increased, going from 11% to 18%.
Cohabitation has become an important context
for childbearing.

Several studies published during the decade
addressed the growing number of adults who
have children with more than one partner, a
situation that was labeled ‘‘multiple partner
fertility’” or ‘‘multipartnered fertility.”” One
source of multiple partner fertility is the high
rate of union dissolution in the United States.
Over 20% of married couples separate or divorce
within 5 years of marrying, and among couples
who start their relationship by cohabiting, over
50% end their union within 5 years, whether
they marry in the interim or not (Andersson &
Philipov, 2002). These are much higher rates
than in nearly all other Western countries. For
instance, about 10% of Canadian and 12% of
German married couples separate or divorce
within 5 years (Andersson & Philipov; Statistics
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Canada, 1997). About 29% of French and 37%
of Swedish cohabiting couples disrupt within
5 years (Andersson & Philipov).

Parents who give birth to a child outside of
marriage are much more likely to have children
with a second (and subsequent) partner than
are women who give birth while married. For
instance, Carlson and Furstenberg (2006), using
data on the Fragile Families sample of urban
births to couples in 1998 to 2000 (Reichman,
Teitler, Garfinkel, & McLanahan, 2001), showed
that among all couples giving birth, one or
both parents had a child by another partner
in 36% of the cases, whereas among just the
unmarried couples, one or both had a child by
another partner in 59% of the cases. In fact, both
parents already had a child by a previous partner
in 20% of the births to unmarried couples.
Thus, multiple partner fertility is already quite
common in the United States.

Studies of multiple partner fertility are just
beginning; we should know much more about
this phenomenon 10 years from now. In terms
of the demography of multiple partner fertility,
research suggests that it is more common among
mothers who had their first children at an early
age, who were African American, and who
attended religious services less often (Carlson
& Furstenberg, 2006; Guzzo & Furstenberg,
2007). Women who had children with multiple
partners were less likely, according to one study,
to say that they had family or friends they could

FIGURE 2. MOTHER’S UNION STATUS AT BIRTH, CHILDREN BORN IN 1997 -2001 AND 1990 — 1994.
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count on for social support, such as a small loan
or a place to stay—although whether the lack of
support is a cause or an effect of multiple partner
fertility is unclear (Harknett & Knab, 2007).
According to a study in Wisconsin, a majority
of mothers receiving Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families, the main cash welfare
program, had children with more than one
father (Meyer, Cancian, & Cook, 2005). Beyond
these rudimentary demographic differences,
however, we have little understanding of how
the obvious complexity that multiple partner
fertility introduces into family life plays out in
the daily lives of the parents and children who
are involved.

COHABITATION

Cohabitation continued to become more
widespread, according to research published in
the 2000s. As has been the case ever since
cohabitation became common several decades
ago, people with less education are more likely
to cohabit. But cohabitation has become com-
mon among all educational groups. According to
data on women age 19 to 44 in the 2002 National
Survey of Family Growth, nearly two thirds of
those with a high school degree or less edu-
cation had ever cohabited. Among those with
some college education but no 4-year degree,
nearly half had cohabited, and among those with
4-year degrees, 45% had cohabited (Kennedy &
Bumpass, 2008). In addition, Americans’ cohab-
iting unions have a shorter duration than in most
other Western countries: A set of comparable
surveys conducted in the mid-1990s showed that
the median duration of a cohabiting union for a
never-married woman in the United States was
14 months—the shortest of 1 1 countries. In com-
parison, the median duration was 27 months in
Germany, 40 months in Canada, and 51 months
in France (Heuveline & Timberlake, 2004).
Even cohabiting couples with children tend
to cohabit for a short period before marrying
or ending their relationships. A 5-year follow-
up study of the Fragile Families sample of
urban births found that 26% of the couples
who were cohabiting at birth had married, 48%
were no longer living together, and 26% were
still cohabiting (Bendheim-Thoman Center for
Research on Child Wellbeing, 2007). Thus,
about half of the urban children experienced the
breakup of their parents’ cohabiting relationship
by their fifth birthday. Other studies also suggest

Journal of Marriage and Family

that children born to cohabiting parents have a
high risk of seeing their parents’ relationship
end. Nationally, according to 2002 data, about
50% of children born to cohabiting parents
experienced the disruption of the marriage by age
9 years, compared to about 20% of children born
to married parents (Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008).

The substantial number of cohabiting parents
suggests that cohabitation has become a diverse
phenomenon. Demographic research in the
2000s turned to examining this diversity.
Although many people still have an image
of cohabiting couples as childless people
living together before marrying, 39% of all
the opposite-sex couples in the 2007 Current
Population Survey who identified as unmarried
partners had at least one biological child of either
partner present (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
2008a). Unmarried partners (whether they had
children or not) tended to be young: 45% of the
women and 38% of the men were younger than
30. Yet noticeable numbers were older: 33% of
the women and 38% of the men were age 40 or
older, and 3.3% of the women and 4.6% of the
men were 65 years old or older (U.S. Bureau of
the Census, 2008a).

During the 2000s, qualitative researchers
attempted to understand how cohabiting rela-
tionships start and what they mean to the couples
involved. One study of working- and lower-
middle-class young adults in the Toledo, Ohio,
area who were cohabiting or had recently done
so found that entry into cohabitation sometimes
occurred as a gradual process without a clear
decision to live together: A partner might stay
over one night per week, then three or four, and
then seven without much discussion of the nature
of their developing relationship, a phenomenon
the researchers called a “‘slide’” or a ‘‘drift”’
into cohabitation (Manning & Smock, 2005).
This finding suggests that demographic surveys
that ask for a date at which a person began to
cohabit may get answers that are approximate
rather than precise. Moreover, the researchers
found that when a decision is made to cohabit,
the issue often has little to do with whether
to marry or not, at least initially, but rather it
centers on whether to cohabit or remain single
(Manning & Smock). Similarly, interviews with
25 cohabitors in the New York City area, most
of whom had attended college, showed that few
thought of their relationships as trial marriages
when they started them (Sassler, 2004).

This content downloaded from 165.123.34.86 on Sun, 08 Oct 2017 00:17:12 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms



Demographic Trends in the United States

But even if marriage is not foremost in the
minds of cohabitors initially, most will either
marry their partners or break up with them
relatively soon. Data from 2002 show that 32%
of women’s premarital cohabiting unions end
with a marriage within 2 years, and 24% end
in a breakup; in all, more than half end within
2 years (Kennedy & Bumpass, 2008). Among
poor women, cohabiting unions last somewhat
longer and are less likely to end in marriage
than among nonpoor women (Lichter, Qian, &
Mellott, 2006). So even if most couples are not
thinking about marriage at first, they are likely to
formalize their relationship through a wedding
if they wish to stay together more than a few
years.

SAME-SEX UNIONS

The data on cohabitation that I have considered
to this point are only for opposite-sex cou-
ples. For lesbians and gay men, cohabitation
remains the only form of partnership available
except in jurisdictions where same-sex marriage
is legal, which, at this writing, included Con-
necticut, lowa, Massachusetts, New Hampshire,
Vermont, and the District of Columbia. Prior
to 1990, there were no federal data on same-
sex couples. The 2000 Census counted 594,391
same-sex cohabiting couples based on (1) same-
sex individuals who reported themselves to be
“‘unmarried partners’’ plus (2) married couples
in which both partners were reported to be of the
same sex (and whom the Census Bureau counted
as if they were same-sex cohabiting couples who
had reported themselves as married; U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 2003c¢). This tabulation probably
missed some same-sex cohabiting unions whose
members did not report themselves as unmar-
ried partners, and it probably misclassified some
opposite-sex married couples who reported their
sex incorrectly (O’Connell & Gooding, 2007).
With these caveats, the 2000 Census found that
children were commonly present in same-sex
cohabiting unions: 33% of women in same-
sex partnerships and 22% of men in same-sex
partnerships had children living with them.
Several surveys were conducted in the 2000s
in California during which people were asked
their sexual orientation, unlike Census Bureau
surveys. The California surveys show that 37%
to 46%, depending on the survey, of gay
men were cohabiting with a partner, as were
51% to 62% of lesbians (Carpenter & Gates,
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2008). By comparison, 62% of heterosexuals
with comparable ages were either cohabiting
or married. So nearly as many lesbians in
California were partnered as were heterosexual
women. Cohabitation was common among
gay men, but they were less likely to be
partnered than were heterosexual men. Partnered
lesbians were also more likely to have children
present in their households (14% to 31%,
depending on the survey) than were partnered
gay men (3% to 5%). The figures for gay men
are substantially lower than the percentages
with children reported by the Census Bureau.
Researchers in the 2010s will have much room
for improvement in studying the demography of
gay and lesbian families, particularly now that
same-sex marriage is legal in some states.

CHILDREN’S LIVING ARRANGEMENTS

As a result of high levels of divorce, the
dissolution of cohabiting relationships in which
children are present, and the increase in
childbearing among unpartnered adults, children
are much more likely to have a parent living
elsewhere than in the past. Correspondingly,
adults are much more likely to have children
living elsewhere. Ellwood and Jencks (2004)
calculated the percentage of children who were
not living with both biological parents from the
1910s to the 1990s, based on the retrospective
answers of adults in the General Social Survey
to the question of whether they were living with
both parents at age 16. During the first half of the
century, there was little change: About 25% of
children, according to these recollections, were
not living with both parents. Early in the century,
most of the missing parents had died, and
only a small minority were missing for ‘‘other
reasons’’ (predominantly divorce or separation).
From that point through the 1950s, declining
adult death rates diminished the percentage of
children losing a parent through death, but rising
levels of divorce and separation increased just
enough to leave the overall percentage not living
with both parents largely unchanged. In fact, in
the 1950s, the percentage not living with both
parents dipped to a centurywide low. The divorce
rate stood at perhaps one in three marriages
(Cherlin, 1992), which was well below the
nearly one-in-two level of the current era, and
death rates continued to decline. As a result, the
nuclear family of husband, wife, and children,
which was predominant in the first half of
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the century, reached its zenith in the 1950s.
This trend allowed observers to assume a close
correspondence between family and household.
It allowed the Census Bureau to knock on the
doors of households and find, for the most part,
self-sufficient families. It simplified the task
of counting families, but, more profoundly, it
simplified the task of thinking about families.
Starting in the 1960s, however, levels of
divorce, separation, and childbearing outside
of marriage rose much faster than death rates
fell, so that the overall percentage of children
not living with both parents rose sharply to
more than 40% (Ellwood & Jencks, 2004). And
unlike similar children a century ago, most of
the children who were not living with both
parents had one of them living elsewhere. If
these children had contact with their nonresident
parents, their families could be said to extend
across two households. If a new partner of the
resident parent had moved in, that person might
have ties to children in yet another household.
It might be the case that two children in a
household had different nonresidential parents.
A foster child in the same household might
have both biological parents living elsewhere.
In addition, since about 1980, the propensity of
children to live with both parents has fallen for a
new and distressing reason: a massive increase in
incarceration, particularly of African Americans
(Pettit & Western, 2004). One in four African
American children born in 1990 had a parent
imprisoned by the time he or she was age 14;
the corresponding figure for White children was
1 in 25 (Wildeman, 2009). In all these ways, the
correspondence between family and household
had weakened by the end of the century.
Moreover, the growing number of cohabiting
unions, the increase in childbearing among
cohabiting partners, and the high (if declining
somewhat) levels of divorce have created a
situation in which more individuals experience
multiple marital and cohabiting partnerships
during their adult lives, and more children
experience multiple partnerships of their parents
while growing up. Children born to cohabiting
couples, for instance, are at least twice as likely
to see their parents separate as are children
whose parents are married at the time of their
birth (Heuveline, Timberlake, & Furstenberg,
2003). Comparative data from the Fertility and
Family Surveys, done in the 1990s, show that
American children were much more likely to
experience two or three parental partnerships
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by age 15 than were children in other Western
nations (Cherlin, 2009). Building on pioneering
studies in the 1990s (e.g., Wu & Martinson,
1993), a number of researchers have been
examining the consequences for children of
experiencing multiple parental transitions in
spouses and cohabiting partners independent
of the amount of time they have spent living
with a single parent. They find that the
number of transitions that children experience
is associated with undesirable outcomes such
as behavior problems (Fomby & Cherlin,
2007; Osborne & McLanahan, 2007) and less
competency in interacting with peers at school
(Cavanagh & Huston, 2006). It is not clear
how much of this association is causal rather
than reflecting underlying, unmeasured factors.
And if it is causal, the precise mechanisms are
not well understood. The researchers typically
hypothesize that frequent transitions cause
greater family stress, which affects children,
but the evidence base is still thin. Nor do we
have satisfactory demographic estimates of the
current prevalence of this phenomenon.

LIVING APART TOGETHER

Families are extending across households in
other ways that challenge our understanding
of what a family is. Consider couples who are
in cohabitation- or marriage-like relationships,
who define themselves as couples, but who live
in separate households. This arrangement has
become known as ‘‘living apart together.”” In
1996 and 1998, the General Social Survey asked
a sample of Americans this question if they were
not married: ‘‘Do you have a main romantic
involvement—a (man/woman) you think of as
a steady, a lover, a partner, or whatever?”’ And
if they said yes, they were asked if they lived
with that partner. Seven percent of women and
6% of men age 23 and older said that they had a
partner but did not live with that person (Strohm.
Seltzer, Cochran, & Mays, 2009).

Reports from national statistical agencies
in Britain, Canada, and France suggest that
living-apart-together relationships are relatively
common, but they also suggest how difficult it is
to conceptualize and measure the phenomenon.
In 2002 and 2003, the British agency asked the
following question of people in national samples
who were not married or cohabiting: ‘Do
you currently have a regular partner?”’ After
excluding people still living in their parents’
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homes and full-time students, the report’s author
found that about 15% of all individuals who
were not cohabiting or married responded ‘yes”’
and therefore could be considered ‘‘living apart
together’” (Haskey, 2005). Statistics Canada
used the question, ‘“Are you in an intimate
relationship with someone who lives in a
separate household?’’ and reported that 8% of all
Canadians 20 and older and 56% of all Canadians
in their 20s said yes (Milan & Peters, 2003).
A 2005 French survey asked those who were
not married or cohabiting, ‘‘Are you currently
having a stable, intimate relationship with
someone you’re not living with?’” and found that
10% of all men and 11% of all women aged 18 to
79 who had a partner could be classified as living
apart together (Régnier-Loilier, Beaujouan, &
Villeneuve-Gokalp, 2009). Yet all of these
questions may be so broad that they capture
conventional steady relationships as well as
mature separate-residence partnerships. Over the
next decade, improvements will be needed in
how to define and measure these relationships.

EARLY ADULTHOOD

Another way in which family and household
are separating is in the rising number of
unmarried and unpartnered young adults who
are heading their own households rather than
still living in their parents’ homes. After
remaining near 5% for the first half of the
20th century, the percentage of 20- to 29-year-
old unmarried individuals who were heading
their own households rose sharply in the second
half of the century to 36% for women and
28% for men in 2000 (Rosenfeld, 2007). These
young adults, along with a growing number in
their 30s, had not completed all the transitions
that typically defined adulthood (and which
have long been thought to include marriage
and childbearing), and yet they were living
independently, often completing their education,
and in many cases working. Researchers in
the 2000s, examining this shift, began to write
about a new life stage that is occurring between
adolescence and full adulthood, which they
called early adulthood (Settersten, Furstenberg,
& Rumbaut, 2005). It can extend through
one’s 20s and into one’s 30s. The main
factor in the emergence of this life stage is
education. Because employment opportunities
have improved more for the college educated,
young adults are staying in school longer to
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complete college or graduate degrees. Whereas
it was unusual for a 24-year-old to still be in
college in the early 1990s, today perhaps one
out of six Whites and one out of eight African
Americans of that age are enrolled at least part
time (Fussell & Furstenberg, 2005). These early
adults are likely to postpone decisions about
careers and families, although they may cohabit
with a partner. For individuals who do not attend
college, the idea of a distinct life stage of early
adulthood is less useful. This is another area in
which scholarship will likely be developed in
the next decade.

IMMIGRATION

For most of the 2000s, immigration continued
at the near-record levels of the late 20th
century, although the recession late in the decade
slowed the flow. By 2006, the foreign born
constituted 12.1% of the American population
(U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2008c), the highest
percentage since the early decades of the 20th
century (S. K. Brown & Bean, 2005). The
ethnic composition of the immigrant population
continued to be heavily Hispanic and Asian,
and, among Hispanics, Mexicans continued to
constitute the largest nationality group. During
the decade of the 2000s, Hispanics overtook
African Americans as the largest minority group
in the United States (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 2008c).

Until recently, the study of immigration was
largely restricted to studying male immigrants,
reflecting a distant past in which heavily male
European and Asian populations immigrated in
search of opportunity. For that reason, much of
the past demographic research on immigration
did not focus on family life. That is, however,
no longer the case. The foreign-born population
of the United States has been relatively equally
split between women and men since the mid-
20th century (Tyree & Donato, 1985). In 2003,
50% of the population age 18 and older that were
counted as foreign born in the Census Bureau’s
Current Population Survey were women (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2004). Some of the
foreign-born women entered the United States
as the spouses of immigrants already in the
country under the family reunification provisions
of immigration law. but others entered in search
of work. In the 1990s and even more so in
the 2000s, a small literature has emerged on
women who have immigrated to the United
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States, some legally and some not, to take
jobs as caregivers to American children or as
house cleaners (Ehrenreich & Hochschild, 2003;
Hondagnau-Sotelo & Avila, 1997; Parreiias,
2001). What is notable about this group from
a family perspective is that many of them have
left their own children in their home countries to
take caregiving jobs in the United States. They
try to stay in touch through telephones and the
Internet, and they send back a large share of
their earnings to their families at home. These
“‘transnational families’’ have been studied by
sociologists and others in the growing field
of “‘care work’’ studies (England, 2005). This
phenomenon raises issues for family studies such
as the net benefit to children worldwide of the
movement of mothers from the less-wealthy
sending countries to the wealthier receiving
countries—what Ehrenreich and Hochschild
(2003) referred to as a ‘‘care drain’’ from the
sending countries.

During the decade of the 2000s, progress
also was made in unpacking the category of
Hispanic. In prior decades, the literature on
Hispanic family life in the United States had
emphasized the role of culture, specifically
familism. This concept, about which there has
been much debate, connotes a commitment to
family expressed through strong relationships
with nuclear and extended family members and
through a relatively high number of married-
couple households. It has been the dominant
cultural explanation for the high rates of mar-
riage among Hispanics despite their poor eco-
nomic standing (Landale, Oropesa, & Bradatan,
2006). As scholars have shown, however, the
concept of a marriage-centered familism applies
to Hispanics of Mexican and Cuban origin more
than to Hispanics of Puerto Rican or Dominican
origin, and, among Mexicans, it applies more to
first-generation immigrants than to the second-
or third-generation (Oropesa & Landale, 2004).
For instance, scholars have noted that family life
in Mexico is more patriarchal and more focused
on marriage than is the case in much of the
Caribbean. Demographers and sociologists have
long written about the ‘‘paradox of Mexican
nuptiality,”’ the tendency of Americans of Mex-
ican origin to marry at rates similar to those of
non-Hispanic Whites, despite their lower eco-
nomic standing (Oropesa, Lichter, & Anderson,
1994). It now appears that this difference is
driven by recent immigrants. They have high
rates of marriage, but Americans of Mexican
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origin who were born in the United States tend
to marry at similar ages as do non-Hispanic
Whites (Raley, Durden, & Wildsmith, 2004).

Still, family life among Mexican-origin
Americans, as well as Cuban Americans, is
more focused on marriage than is family life
among those of other Caribbean origin such as
Puerto Ricans and Dominicans. For instance.
Lichter and Qian (2004) showed that two-
parent, single-earner families are more common
among Mexican American families than among
other Hispanics. Eighteen percent of Mexican
family households were headed by a woman
(Landale etal., 2006). Moreover, Mexicans
tend to have more children than most other
nationality groups. The total fertility rate was
3.06 for Mexican-origin Americans in 2005.
compared to 2.14 for Puerto Ricans and 1.58
for Cubans (U.S. National Center for Health
Statistics, 2009a). Here again, fertility was
lower for native-born Americans of Mexican
origin than for immigrants from Mexico. Still,
immigration from Mexico is greatly affecting
the size of the American population. According
to one estimate, Mexican immigrants and
their descendants since the 1980s will have
produced 36 million births by 2040 (Johnson
& Rendall, 2004).

At the other end of the spectrum of His-
panic immigration, those from the Dominican
Republic bring with them a family culture that
is characterized as matrifocal, whereas Puerto
Ricans are in the middle of this continuum
(Massey, Fischer, & Capoferro, 2006). Forty-
two percent of Dominican family households
in the United States were headed by a woman,
according to pooled data from the 1998 to 2002
Current Population Survey, a figure that is identi-
cal to the figure of 42% for non-Hispanic African
Americans and somewhat above the 34% figure
for Puerto Ricans (Landale et al., 2006). (The
comparable figure for non-Hispanic Whites is
11%.) Demographic research in the next decade
should retain the focus on the diversity of the
Hispanic ethnic category (and expand it to the
diverse Asian category).

AGING

Demographic research on aging during the
decade was spurred by concern about the
difficulties that may emerge in the decade of
the 2010s as the large baby boom generation
enters retirement. They are enjoying longer
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life expectancies and better health than past
generations, and they remain a source of support
to children and grandchildren. At the same
time, their entry into old age may soon create
a shortage of caregivers for the frail older
population, adding to the responsibilities of
adult children and to the financial burdens of
workers who pay Social Security and Medicare
taxes. As a result of these developments,
intergenerational bonds of parents, children,
and grandchildren have become increasingly
important and potentially problematic.

The percentage of the population that is age
65 or older, which is the conventional definition
of old age, has been rising in all developed
nations and many developing ones. This rise can
occur over time for two reasons: The proportion
of older people in the population can increase
because of greater longevity or the proportion
of children can decrease because of a decline in
the birthrate. Both have occurred, but the latter
factor—the sharp decline in births—has been
the dominant factor in the recent experience of
most countries. In Japan, where the birthrate fell
quickly after World War Il and has remained
low, 21% of the population was 65 or older in
the late 2000s, the highest percentage of any
country. In central and southern Europe, where
birthrates are extremely low (a little over one
birth per woman, on average) the proportion of
the population that is age 65 or older is nearly
as high: 20% in Italy and 19% in Germany
(Population Reference Bureau, 2007). This trend
has received less attention in the United States
because its relatively high birthrate (a total
fertility rate over 2.0, as noted earlier) and large
number of immigrants have moderated the aging
of the population: 12% of Americans were 65
or over in the late 2000s (U.S. Bureau of the
Census, 2008c).

But over the next two decades, the percentage
of older Americans will rise sharply to a
projected 16% in 2020 and 19% in 2030 (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2008b). The reason is
that the baby boom generation—people who
were born during the very high birthrate years
between 1945 and 1965—will begin to enter
old age in 2010. When they were in midlife,
they had far fewer children than their parents.
As they enter their retirement years, then, they
will be large in numbers compared to middle-
aged working people. Today there are about five
working-age adults (ages 18 to 64) for every
older person. In 2020 there will be a four per
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older person, and in 2030 there will be three per
older person (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2008b).
As this transition occurs, the implications of an
aging population will become a more common
theme of American social scientific research on
the family, and the existing research literature
will become more widely read and cited.

In fact, the aging of the population has a
number of important implications for family
life, as researchers have recently noted (Waite,
2009). It will increase the importance of vertical
kinship ties, up and down the generations,
relative to the horizontal kinship ties of adults
to spouses, partners, brothers, and sisters
(Bengtson, 2001). Intergenerational relations
involving grandparents, their children, and their
grandchildren will play a larger role in family
life. Although people tend to assume that the
flow of support is upward from adult children
to their older parents, the reality is that until
late in old age, parents provide more assistance
to adult children and grandchildren than they
receive (Agree & Glaser, 2009). Demographers
have shown that the period of old age in which
individuals are relatively healthy, and therefore
better equipped to provide support, has increased
in recent decades. For instance, one study found
that the proportion of the older population
with moderate disabilities (e.g., difficulty doing
housework or shopping) declined from 16% in
1984 to 12% in 2004 — 2005, and the percentage
with severe disabilities (e.g., difficulty getting
out of bed by oneself) declined from 10%
to 7% over the same period (Manton, Gu,
& Lamb, 2006a). Researchers now speak of
“‘active life expectancy,”’ the number of years
that a person can expect to live beyond age
65 without disabilities; it has increased from
11 years in 1965 to a projected 15 or 16 years
in 2015 (Manton, Gu, & Lamb, 2006b) The rise
appears to be because of advances in medical
care, higher standards of living, and greater
education (Schoeni, Freedman, & Martin, 2008).

As a result, we would expect to see more
support from grandparents to their children and
grandchildren than in the past, and that is what
some recent studies have shown. In part, this
increase is because of the great numbers of
adult daughters who are working outside the
home and who rely on grandparents for child-
care. In 2005, grandparents were the primary
care providers for 20.5% of the preschool-aged
children whose mothers were employed (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 2008d). More broadly,
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the percentage of grandparents who have partial
or full responsibility for caring for grandchildren
is substantial. Of the 5.8 million grandparents in
the 2000 Census who lived with their grandchil-
dren, 42% responded that they were ‘‘currently
responsible for most of the basic needs of one or
more of these grandchildren.”” The percentage
rose to 52% among African American grand-
parents and 56% among American Indians and
Alaska natives. Furthermore, in one third of the
families with grandparent caregivers, the middle,
parent generation was absent from the house-
hold—perhaps because of incarceration, illness,
or substance abuse. In these so-called skipped-
generation households, grandparents have full
responsibility for their grandchildren. House-
holds headed by caregiving grandparents tended
to be poorer than other households (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 2003b). Although caregiving can
be a rewarding experience for all concerned, it
can be physically and financially difficult for
an older adult to take over the parenting of
a grandchild.

When older persons need care themselves,
how will recent demographic trends affect the
likelihood that they will receive it? Family mem-
bers still do most of the care of frail older
people (Agree & Glaser, 2009), so the changes
in family patterns in recent decades—the higher
level of divorce than at midcentury, the propor-
tion of children born outside of marriage, the
increase in childbearing among cohabiting part-
ners, and the rise in multiple partner fertility—
may influence care. All of these changes have
created a greater degree of complexity in family
life. These complexities mean that an older per-
son may have an expanded network of kin and
quasi kin that may include current and former
partners, stepchildren, children born outside of
marriage and raised by an ex-partner, half sib-
lings, and so forth. The average size of the
kin networks of older Americans is likely to
increase as these complex patterns become more
common (Wachter, 1997). Theoretically, this
increase could expand the pool of potential care-
givers. It is unclear, however, how people related
to each other through complex ties view their
obligations to each other. The basic problem for
intergenerational caregiving is that these com-
plex patterns could be creating family networks
in which there are more people whom one may
count as kin but to which one owes less (Bianchi
et al., 2008; Ganong & Coleman, 2004). With
few exceptions, lasting kin relationships depend
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not on biological or legal ties but rather on
the work that one does in forging and main-
taining ties or, conversely, letting them lapse
(Carsten, 2004). One does the work of kinship
by providing assistance to a child in another
household—or one does little and the relation-
ship withers. Lines of assistance and obligation
are ambiguous and depend on continuing contact
and exchange. Under this situation, it is unclear
who will lend assistance to an older person who
is in need of it. The problem is greater for older
men than for older women because the men tend
not to have lived with children from past mar-
riages or relationships (Lin, 2008). They may
also not have a partner who feels obligated to
help them. One ethnographic study of older low-
income adults found men who, in their 50s or 60s
and in poor health with nowhere to go, showed
up at the doors of ex-girlfriends or ex-wives and
asked to be taken in (Newman, 2003). Although
demographic trends in longevity, active life
expectancy, and births have received less atten-
tion in the United States than in other developed
countries in the 2000s, the attention paid to these
trends by researchers and policy makers is likely
to increase in the 2010s.

CONCLUSION

Family scholars have long monitored demo-
graphic trends to understand how the structure of
family life is changing. They have pondered the
implications of changes in such concrete indica-
tors as births, deaths, marriages, and divorces.
Demographic indicators have been regarded as
hard rather than soft statistics—easy to measure,
transparent in meaning, and clear in inter-
pretation. Today, some indicators retain these
qualities. It is still useful to know how the
total fertility rate varies among racial and ethnic
groups and how it compares to other wealthy
countries. The age structure of the population
provides a clear, reliable picture of the size of
the older population in the next few decades.
Differences in rates of marriage and divorce can
be enlightening. Yet other demographic indica-
tors have been losing their clarity. We can still
count the number of immigrants who enter the
United States legally, but we have less success
in counting the large undocumented immigrant
population. Nor do our immigration statistics
account for movements back and forth across
borders.
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More problematic is that traditional demo-
graphic indicators are becoming less useful in
identifying the units we call families. To be sure,
the family unit is still clear and nonproblematic
for many people, but for a significant minority it
is becoming increasingly difficult to tell where
the boundaries of a family unit lie. The old
demographic assumption that household-based
surveys could capture families has been under-
mined by social changes such as childbearing
outside of marriage and higher levels of divorce
and remarriage. In addition, advances in com-
munication and transportation allow immigrant
families to extend not just over more than one
household but also over more than one country.
The new limitations of traditional demography
challenge family scholars to rethink what the
concept of a family means and how to measure
it. Some iconoclasts suggest that the idea of a
family may be outdated (Roseneil & Budgeon,
2004). Although most family researchers would
reject this position, they are being prodded to
explain what a family is and why the concept is
still useful. These are not questions that demog-
raphers alone can answer. Rather, they require
the involvement of the larger family research
community.

The difficulty, in part, is that family
demographers have developed techniques that
are good at measuring events with clear
beginnings, endings, and boundaries, but the
phenomena they study increasingly fail to have
these nice properties. Cohabiting relationships
may not have a clear beginning point. Single
parents and their adolescents often disagree on
whether new, seemingly cohabiting partners are
part of the family (S. L. Brown & Manning,
2009). The cross-household ties that multiple
partner fertility can create may lead to families
without clear boundaries. These situations call
not just for revised measures but also for revised
concepts and methods.

In particular, family demographers may need
to rethink the types of statistical models they
use to represent family life. All of the current
models assume that we can know with certainty
who is in a household and who is not, who
has ties to kin living elsewhere and who does
not, who is in a cohabiting relationship and who
is not, and so forth. We believe that one can
learn the definitive answers to these questions
by including standard batteries of questions
in survey instruments. Increasingly, however,
questions such as these cannot be answered
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with certainty, even by respondents who are
trying to do so. A woman whose boyfriend is
currently spending four nights per week at her
apartment may not know whether she is really
in a cohabiting relationship, or she may think
so but her partner may not. A man may say
he has regular contact with his children living
elsewhere but may drift in and out of their
lives, depending on whether he has the money
to pay child support. Whether or not a man is
a stepfather may depend not just on whether he
is living with a mother and her children from
previous relationships but also on how much
time and effort he invests in his relationships
with the children.

In situations such as these, estimating the
probability that a person occupies a particular
category (cohabiting partner, stepparent) rather
than the certainty that a person is or is not in the
category may be the best we can do. We may
need to consider a number of pieces of infor-
mation to determine if someone is cohabiting or
is a stepparent (nights spent in the home, where
one’s clothes are kept, relationships with former
or other current partners, activities with children
in the household, etc.), and then we may need to
combine them into a statistical model of the prob-
ability of being in the status in question. These
probabilistic estimates would sometimes replace
the assumed binary categories (e.g., stepfather or
not) that we use in our models. In other words, we
might make statements such as, ‘‘individual A
is cohabiting with a probability of 0.7.”” In some
circumstances, probabilistic estimates would
also be applied to contact and exchange among
the generations. For instance, we may not be able
to know with certainty whether an older man
would receive assistance from his adult stepchil-
dren if a need arises in the near future, even if we
ask him about it directly. Rather, we may only be
able to piece together a probabilistic statement
of the likelihood that he will receive assistance.
The resulting models would necessarily be more
complex and would draw on the mathematics
of probability theory and stochastic processes.
The closest analog today would be models in
which multiple indicators are used to model
latent constructs, which are then used to estimate
structural models—the so-called linear structural
relations (LISREL) models of sociology and
developmental psychology or the multiple indi-
cators and multiple causes (MIMIC) models of
economics.
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Even so, probabilistic mathematics is unlikely
to be sufficient. We will also need to draw on
qualitative, ethnographic studies that can suggest
what the best indicators of being in a particular
status are and, more fundamentally, whether
there are emerging statuses (e.g., living apart
together) that we should begin to model. It may
seem discouraging to give up the idea that we
can know for sure whether someone is in a
particular family status, but other disciplines
have learned to cope with constraints such as
these. For nearly a century, physicists have
accepted that under some circumstances they
cannot determine with certainty the position
of a subatomic particle. They have learned to
live with probabilistic statements, and indeed
they have thrived. Demographic researchers in
the years ahead might do well to follow their
example.
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