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Nationwide, the number of couples living together 
(cohabiting) has increased more than any other 
family form since 1995, and the number of 
children in cohabiting households has grown the 

most in rural areas. This brief focuses on the recent trends 
and patterns among cohabiting households with children in 
rural America using data from the U.S. Census Bureau.1 

The Share of Rural Children  
Living in Cohabiting Households 
Has Nearly Doubled Since 2000
Although in sheer numbers many more urban children live 
with cohabitating parents, the rural numbers are still sig-
nificant. The Census Bureau’s American Community Survey 
(ACS) counts 4.8 million children living in cohabiting house-
holds in 2007, about 1 million of whom live in rural areas.2  

Table 1 shows the various family forms in rural and urban 
areas. The data for 2005–2006 show rural children are more 
likely to be in cohabiting households than urban children (7 
percent compared with 4 percent, respectively), while urban 
children are slightly more likely to be in single-mother fami-
lies (18 percent in urban areas compared with 16 percent in 
rural areas). Rural and urban children are nearly as likely to 
live in married-couple households (66 percent in rural areas 
and 67 percent in urban areas), and identical shares of chil-
dren live in single-father households or other family types in 
both areas: 3 percent were living in single-father households 
and 9 percent were living in other family forms. Among 
children living with an unmarried parent, over one-fourth of 
rural children are in cohabiting families compared with only 
16 percent of urban children.

The difference in cohabitation rates between rural and 
urban children is a relatively recent phenomenon. In other 
words, the share of rural children living in cohabiting 
households has nearly doubled since 2000.3 During the 

same period, the share of 
urban children in cohabiting 
households rose only slightly, 
from 3 percent to 4 percent. 

Contrary to the typical 
flow of social trends, which 
usually move from urban 
to rural areas, the trend 
toward cohabitation is more 
advanced in rural areas than 
in urban areas. We believe 
the high rate of rural co-
habitation lies in the greater 
economic pressure that rural 
single parents feel. 
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Table 1. Distribution of children by family structure in rural and urban 
areas: 1995–1996 to 2005–2006

		  1995–1996	 1997–1998	 1999–2000	 2001–2002	 2003–2004	 2005–2006
Rural  (nonmetropolitan)	 %	 %	 %	 %	 %	 %
	 Cohabiting	 3	 4	 4	 5	 6	 7
	 Married	 69	 68	 70	 69	 68	 66
	 Single-mother	 16	 17	 15	 16	 15	 16
	 Single-father	 3	 3	 3	 3	 3	 3
	 Other 	 8	 9	 8	 8	 8	 9

Urban (metropolitan)
	 Cohabiting 	 3	 3	 3	 4	 4	 4
	 Married	 67	 68	 67	 68	 67	 67
	 Single-mother	 19	 18	 18	 17	 18	 18
	 Single-father	 2	 3	 2	 2	 2	 3
	 Other	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9	 9

Source: U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey.	



Rural Children Living in  
Cohabiting Households  
Are More Likely to Be Poor 
Children in cohabiting households differ in various ways 
from those in other kinds of households, but the differences 
in poverty rates are among the most crucial.4 We measure 
poverty in this brief by including income from all household 
members and assume that everyone in the household pools 
income and expenses.5 Official estimates of poverty, in con-
trast, do not include the cohabiting partner in determining 
family income and poverty. 

 In 2005–2006, three clear patterns in poverty emerge for 
children in cohabiting households (see Table 2). First, in 
both rural and urban areas, children in cohabiting house-
holds have poverty rates that are about twice as high as those 
in married-couple households. In rural areas, for example, 
the poverty rate for children in cohabiting-couple house-
holds is 21 percent compared with 10 percent for children in 
married-couple households. In urban areas, the poverty rate 
for children in cohabiting-couple households is 15 percent 
and the rate is 8 percent for children in married-couple 
households. 

Second, in both rural and urban areas, children in co-
habiting households fare better economically than children 
in single-mother families. In rural areas, the poverty rate 
for children in cohabiting-couple households is 21 per-
cent compared with 49 percent for those in single-mother 
households. In urban areas, the corresponding poverty rates 
are 15 percent (cohabiting) and 42 percent (single-mother 
households). 

Finally, among children living in cohabiting households, 
rural children have noticeably higher poverty rates (21 
percent) than urban children (15 percent). Using a broader 
measure of need shows that 60 percent of rural children 
in cohabiting households live in low-income households 
(income below 200 percent of the poverty line) while only 47 
percent of urban children in cohabiting households do so.

Less Education and Employment 
May Make Rural Cohabiting 
Couples More Vulnerable
The education and employment status of rural cohabiting 
parents puts them at a disadvantage relative to their urban 
counterparts. Although rural and urban couples differ little 
in the share without high school degrees, rural cohabiting 
parents, like rural individuals generally, are much less likely 
than their urban counterparts to have a college degree or at 
least some college under their belt (see Table 3). Approxi-
mately one-fourth (26 percent) of rural cohabiting men have 
at least some college experience, while more than one-third 
(34 percent) of their urban peers have been to college.The 
share of urban cohabiting men with a bachelor’s degree or 
more (10 percent) is more than twice as high as their rural 
counterparts (4 percent). Similar differences are seen among 
women in cohabiting families.

Adult cohabitors in rural areas also have less favorable 
employment experiences relative to their urban counter-
parts. Unemployment rates among cohabiting men are 3 
percentage points higher in rural areas than in urban areas 
(11 percent versus 8 percent) (see Table 4). Rural and urban 
cohabiting women are equally likely to be unemployed (6 
percent) but one-third (33 percent) of cohabiting women 
in rural areas are not working or actively looking for work, 

Table 2. Percent of children in poverty by family 
structure and metropolitan status: 2005–2006

Rural (nonmetropolitan)		
All children 	 18
	 Cohabiting 	 21
	 Married	 10
	 Single-mother	 49
	 Single-father	 21
	 Other	 26

Urban (metropolitan)	
All children 	 16
	 Cohabiting 	 15
	 Married	 8
	 Single-mother	 42
	 Single-father	 13
	 Other	 22

Note: Remember, in our measure of poverty the incomes of both 
cohabiting partners are included. 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey. 

Table 3. Education of male and female cohabitors 
in cohabiting households with children by metro-
politan status: 2005–2006

	 Percent Distribution

		  Less than	 High school	 Some college,	 Bachelor’s
		  high school	 degree / GED	 including	 degree
		  degree	 only	 associate’s	 or more
				    degree
Rural (nonmetropolitan)			 
	 Males	 23	 51	 22	 4
	 Females	 20	 47	 28	 5

Urban (metropolitan)				  
	 Males	 24	 42	 24	 10
	 Females	 20	 37	 32	 11

Source: U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey.

		 2	 C a r s e y  I n s t i t u t e



compared with 29 percent in urban areas. It is possible that 
women who are not in the labor force are more likely to see 
cohabitation as a way to survive economically. 

 The unemployment rates may understate the true 
employment differences between rural and urban workers 
in cohabiting households, because rural workers are much 
more likely to be discouraged workers—those who were 
once in the labor force but who after a long unemployment 
spell have given up looking for a new job—or otherwise 
underemployed.6 Official unemployment rates do not count 
these individuals.

Increasing Economic Stress Is 
Likely One Reason for the Rise in 
Cohabitation in Rural Areas
We believe that the more rapid increase of cohabiting in 
rural households may be tied to growing economic stress 
in rural America. The largest increase in the percentage of 
rural children living in cohabiting households occurred after 
2000 (see Table 1), a particularly difficult time economically 
for low-income rural families. One indicator of this growing 
strain in rural areas is the sharp rise in child poverty, from 
19 percent in 2000 to 22 percent in 2006.7 In addition, rural 
cohabitation rates first started to outstrip those in urban 
areas around 2000, a time when many low-wage workers in 
rural America began to struggle.8 Other research has shown 
a connection between economic conditions and changing 
family structure.9  

Moreover, welfare rolls have fallen since 2000, and welfare 
payments are typically lower in states with large rural popu-
lations.10 Consequently, for single, rural women with chil-
dren, joining a household with a man may be an economic 
survival strategy. 

The difference in behavior between adults with and with-
out children lends further weight to the “survival strategy” 
theory. Female-headed households without children (who 
we assume feel less economic pressure) have similar cohabi-
tation rates in rural and urban areas, but rates of cohabita-
tion are higher among female-headed households with 
children in rural areas than in urban areas.11 For those facing 
the highest economic stress—rural unmarried women with 
children—the cohabitation rates are the highest.

Policy Implications
Federal Marriage Initiative

From welfare reform in 1996 to President George W. Bush’s 
Marriage Initiative of 2005, the federal government has been 
trying to encourage formation and maintenance of married-
couple families. Cohabiting parents may be good targets for 
the Marriage Initiative because they already share a resi-
dence and are “closer” to marriage than unmarried parents 
who live apart. Given the higher rate of cohabitation in rural 
America, the government might want to focus more of its 
efforts there. Moreover, cohabiting women in rural areas are 
more likely to marry their cohabiting partners than their 
urban counterparts are,12 suggesting cohabitation may be 
more often perceived as a stepping stone to marriage in rural 
than urban areas. 

Cohabiting and Public Assistance

Needs-based public assistance programs are inconsistent in 
how they treat cohabiting couples.13 For example, states vary 
on how they count income from a cohabiting partner, and 
eligibility is further complicated by the cohabiting male’s 
paternity status. In many states, low-income, cohabiting, 
biological parents may be able to obtain certain types of 
public assistance that a married couple would not.14 Not 
only do states differ in their laws, but officials in rural areas 
sometimes more strictly interpret eligibility rules governing 
cohabiting couples, which may reflect stronger cultural pres-
sures to marry.15 

Inconsistency in how cohabiting couples are treated in 
public programs is likely to have a bigger impact on rural 
families, because nearly one-half (46 percent) of cohabiting 
rural households with children receive some type of means-
tested public assistance, in contrast to about one-third (35 
percent) of urban cohabiting households with children. The 
rural–urban difference results, in part, from more families in 
rural America being poor. The types of assistance exam-
ined here include free or reduced-price school lunch (the 
most common form of assistance for rural families), public 
housing, food stamps, Supplemental Security Income, and 
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families. 

Table 4. Labor force status of male and female 
cohabitors in cohabiting households with 
children by metropolitan status: 2005–2006	

		  Percent	 Percent	 Percent not
		  working	 unemployed	 in labor force
Rural (nonmetropolitan)			
	 Males	 79	 11	 9
	 Females	 61	 6	 33

Urban (metropolitan)			 
	 Males	 82	 8	 10
	 Females	 66	 6	 29

Note: “Working” includes “working” and “with job, not at work.”   
“Unemployed” includes “unemployed, looking” and “unemployed, 
layoff.”

Source: U.S. Census Bureau Current Population Survey.	

	 C a r s e y  I n s t i t u t e 	 3



The lack of consistent interpretation and enforcement of 
eligibility rules is thus likely to result in some rural families 
losing out on necessary services. Therefore, more atten-
tion is warranted to how program eligibility policies affect 
cohabiting-parent families, particularly in rural areas with 
their higher poverty rates.

Cohabiting and the Measurement of Poverty

The official measure of poverty does not include the income 
of a cohabiting partner in its calculation of family income. 
As a result, the number of children in poverty is likely to be 
overestimated. Although cohabiting partners do not share 
income the same way married couples do, it seems more 
reasonable to include income from a cohabiting partner in 
the poverty estimate than to ignore it.16 When income from 
a cohabiting partner is included, cohabiting families fare bet-
ter economically than single-mother families in both rural 
and urban areas. However, even with two incomes counted, 
cohabiting families with children in rural areas are poorer 
than in urban areas.17

When the government implemented its poverty measure 
in the mid-1960s, the number of cohabiting couples was 
quite small (probably less than 1 million), and cohabita-
tion had little impact on poverty estimates for most groups. 
However, as the number of cohabitors has grown, so has the 
potential impact of mismeasurement. Because cohabiting-
parent families are a larger share of families in rural America, 
this mismeasurement will likely have a larger impact on 
poverty figures for rural children. A more realistic treatment 
of income from cohabiting partners would give us a more 
accurate understanding of childhood poverty, particularly in 
rural America. 

Several researchers and policy makers are calling for a 
reformulation of the official poverty definition that was ad-
opted in the 1960s.18 Given the growing share of children in 
cohabiting-couple families, any effort to devise a new defini-
tion of poverty should address how the incomes of adults in 
cohabiting relationships are treated.

Key Findings
•	 The number of children living with cohabiting 

parents has increased more rapidly than any other 
family form during the past decade.

•	 The percentage of children living in cohabiting 
families is higher in rural than in urban areas. In 
2005–2006, 7 percent of children in rural America 
were living in cohabiting households compared with 
4 percent in urban America. 

•	 The biggest increase in the share of rural children 
living in cohabiting-couple households has occurred 
since 2000, as economic conditions in rural America 
worsened.

•	 The poverty rate for rural children in cohabiting 
households is 21 percent compared to only 15 per-
cent in cohabiting urban households. 

•	 Like most rural adults, relative to their urban coun-
terparts, rural adults in cohabiting households with 
children have lower levels of education, employment, 
and income. 

•	 Rural cohabiting-parent families are more vulner-
able economically than their urban counterparts. For 
example, 60 percent of rural children in cohabiting 
households live in low-income households (income 
below 200 percent of the poverty line) while only 47 
percent of urban children in cohabiting households 
do so.

•	 Rural economic vulnerability may be driving the 
higher levels of cohabitation there.

		 4	 C a r s e y  I n s t i t u t e



Data and Methodology
The data for this study come from the Census Bureau’s 
March Annual Social and Economic Supplement (ASEC) 
from the Current Population Survey (CPS), a monthly 
survey conducted for the Bureau of Labor Statistics. The 
Census Bureau did not begin to regularly identify cohabiting 
families in the CPS until 1995, when it included “unmarried 
partner” as an answer option to the question on the relation-
ship to the reference person. 

We combine adjacent years of the CPS survey from 
1995–1996 to 2005–2006 to provide larger sample sizes at 
each point in time. This produces more precise and reliable 
estimates. The way the CPS sample is constructed, house-
holds are in the March sample for two consecutive years. To 
ensure that households are not counted twice, we include all 
households in the first year of the two-year time period, and 
in the second year, we include only households that were not 
in the sample the previous year. 

A household is designated as cohabiting if an opposite-
sex unmarried partner of the reference person is identified. 
Married households are those in which an opposite-sex 
spouse of the reference person is identified. A household is 
categorized as single-mother or single-father if the reference 
person does not have a spouse or cohabiting partner and she 
or he has children younger than 18 living in the household. 
Children are categorized on the basis of household designa-
tion and their relationship to the reference person or the 
reference person’s spouse or partner. Analyses are based on 
children under age 18 living in the household who were not 
designated as the reference person, the reference person’s 
spouse, or the reference person’s unmarried partner.

We determine poverty status at the household level. 
Households include everyone living in the housing unit, 
while families are determined by relationships among people 
in the housing unit. Cohabiting couples would not be fami-
lies under the Census Bureau’s definition. We use the De-
partment of Health and Human Services’ (DHHS) poverty 
guidelines for each year, which take into account the number 
of persons in the household in determining the correct 
poverty threshold. We use these poverty guidelines rather 
than the Census Bureau’s poverty thresholds, because the 
Census Bureau’s thresholds are calculated at the family level, 
while the DHHS guidelines can be calculated for families or 
households. (However, comparable estimates using the Cen-
sus Bureau’s thresholds yielded similar results.) The poverty 
guideline for each household is divided by the total house-
hold income. If the result is less than one, the household is 
categorized as being in poverty. We then conducted poverty 
analyses at the child level. These analyses are conducted us-
ing weights designed for the ASEC at the person level.
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