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Abstract 
 

 The current study explored men and women’s reasons for choosing to marry rather than 

to cohabit using a national dataset (n = 786) of adults who were currently married or had been 

married previously. Utilizing commitment theory, participant’s open-ended reasons for choosing 

to marry were coded into categories of either interpersonal dedication or constraint commitment. 

A variety of demographic, attitudinal, and relationship history variables were then used to predict 

commitment type. The influence of commitment type during the decision to marry on life 

satisfaction was also explored. Results indicate that current marital status (being married versus 

being divorced or separated) and cohabiting prior to marriage were the strongest predictors of 

interpersonal dedication reasons for marriage for both men and women. Level of conventionality 

and parents’ marital status also emerged as significant predictors of constraint commitment. 

Finally, marrying for reasons related to interpersonal dedication significantly predicted higher 

life satisfaction for men but not for women.    
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Dramatic increases in cohabitation, coupled with an increasing age at first marriage and a 

decline in the marriage rate, have changed the family formation landscape in the United States. 

The majority of first marriages in the United States are now preceded by cohabitation with one or 

more partners (Bumpass & Lu, 2000) and, as a result, cohabitation has been labeled a “dominant 

family form” in the U.S. culture (Manning & Bulanda, 2006, p. 199). In addition, over half of 

adolescents intend to live with at least one partner prior to marrying (Manning, Longmore, & 

Giordano, 2007), most likely because about 60% of young adults believe living together prior to 

marriage will help with later marital happiness and stability (Wilcox & Marquardt, 2009). 

Despite these dramatic increases in cohabitation rates and the increasing age at first marriage, the 

vast majority of young adults in the U.S. continue to aspire to marry and will do so at some point 

in their lifetime (Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001). In light of these societal trends, couples 

are increasingly faced with the decision to cohabit or marry. The purpose of the current study is 

to examine the commitment-based reasons individuals provide in choosing to marry rather than 

cohabit and how various demographic, attitudinal, and personal well-being variables are related 

to these commitment-based reasons for choosing marriage. Interpersonal commitment, which has 

been found to be an important construct in understanding romantic relationships and personal 

well-being (Givertz & Segrin, 2005; Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 2009a), could be an 

important variable in understanding why individuals choose marriage and how those choices 

influence personal well-being.  

Interpersonal Commitment 

Several models of interpersonal commitment can be found in the literature (Adams & 

Jones, 1997; Arriaga & Agnew, 2001; Johnson, Caughlin, & Huston, 1999; Stanley & Markman, 

1992). In this paper, we focus on Stanley and Markman’s (1992) more parsimonious model, 
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which has been widely used in recent research investigating the transition from cohabitation to 

marriage (Kline et al., 2004; Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 2009b; Stanley, Rhoades, & 

Markman, 2006) and has proven to be a salient factor in distinguishing those cohabiters who are 

most at risk for later marital distress.  

Stanley and Markman (1992) proposed that there are two essential components of 

interpersonal commitment, forces that motivate connection (personal dedication) and forces that 

increase the costs of leaving (constraints). Personal dedication encompasses all of the positive 

factors associated with the partner and relationship. The dimensions that comprise personal 

dedication are the desire for the relationship to endure into the future, placing a high priority on 

one’s relationship, strong sense of couple identity, finding satisfaction in sacrificing for the 

partner, and lack of interest in alternative partners. Constraints are the barriers that make ending 

a relationship more difficult, regardless of one’s personal dedication. The dimensions of 

constraint, according to Stanley and Markman, are accumulation of joint possessions and 

financial investment, social or religious pressure, difficulty associated with terminating the 

relationship, unattractive alternatives, and a lack of other suitable partners. Put another way, 

personal dedication refers to those reasons keeping an individual committed to a relationship 

because he or she wants to be in that relationship; whereas, constraints are all of the factors 

keeping the individual in a relationship because he or she has to or ought to be in that 

relationship.  

 Gender has proven to be a critical component in understanding commitment levels and 

types. Previous research has consistently demonstrated that men report lower overall levels of 

global commitment than women in personal relationships (Murstein & MacDonald, 1983; 

Sabatelli & Cecil-Pigo, 1985). Related to dedication and constraint commitment, men tend to 
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have more significant increases in levels of both dedication and constraint commitment as 

relationships progress from dating to marriage, whereas for women, their levels of each type of 

commitment stay more consistent as they move through the relationship continuum (Givertz & 

Segrin, 2005).  

Factors Associated with Dedication and Constraint Commitment 

The influence of basic demographic variables, including age, level of education, and 

income, on type of commitment (dedication and constraint) has not been explored in the 

literature. This is most likely due to the fact that the extant knowledge base has been developed 

through the use of convenience samples that are fairly homogenous in relation to demographics 

(Adams & Jones, 1997; Givertz & Segrin, 2005), with few exceptions (Stanley, Whitton, & 

Markman, 2004). Since the current study uses a national sample, basic demographic variables are 

included in the analyses to control for their influence.  

The relationship between conventional societal beliefs and commitment type has been 

investigated only in conjunction with other relational variables (Givertz, Segrin, & Hanzal, 

2009). Couples with a more conventional belief system (compared to those with more 

progressive beliefs), who are more relationally interdependent psychologically and behaviorally 

(as opposed to more autonomous in these domains), and who engage in conflict primarily around 

serious issues (as opposed to avoiding conflict or engaging in conflict around trivial issues) hold 

the highest levels of dedication commitment and lowest levels of constraint, which “appears to 

be yoked to a traditional value system and driven by ideology rather than rewards” (Givertz et 

al., 2009, p. 578). In other words, traditional values may orient couples to interact in ways that 

may result in higher levels of dedication. The current study examines the relationship between 

specific conventionality variables (beliefs about divorce and premarital sex) separate from 
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relationship process variables to more specifically assess the relationship between 

conventionality and the type of commitment endorsed in deciding to marry rather than cohabit.  

Parental divorce has been found to be associated with one’s commitment. For example, 

men from divorced families, compared with those from intact families, endorse higher levels of 

constraint commitment in their interpersonal relationships (Jacquet & Surra, 2001), yet 

experiencing parental divorce does not seem to be related to dedication commitment (Whitton, 

Rhoades, Stanley, & Markman, 2008). The opposite seems to be the case for women. Parental 

divorce was not associated with constraint commitment for women (Jacquet & Surra, 2001), but 

experiencing a parental divorce was associated with significantly lower levels of dedication 

commitment (Whitton et al., 2008).  

The current investigation also explores how cohabitation history and current marital 

status are related to commitment type (i.e., personal dedication or constraint commitment) in the 

decision to marry. Dedication and constraint commitment are known to be salient factors in 

explaining later marital functioning in cohabiting relationships (Rhoades et al., 2009b; Stanley et 

al., 2006). More specifically, the decision to marry prior to cohabiting together mitigates the risk 

of later marital problems commonly associated with cohabitation. However, couples that choose 

to marry after a period of cohabiting are often pulled into marriage due to the increased 

constraints cohabitation naturally brings and are, ultimately, more at risk for later marital 

distress. Therefore, examining the role of prior cohabitation in relation to dedication and 

constraint reasons for marriage would represent a contribution to this literature. On the other 

hand, whether current marital status is related to commitment type in one’s reason for marriage 

has yet to be investigated and is exploratory at this time. It could be hypothesized that 

individuals marrying primarily for reasons of constraint might be at greater risk for later marital 
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dissolution. The current study explores that possibility retrospectively, asking currently married 

and divorced individuals what their motivation for marrying rather than cohabiting was at the 

time of their marriage.  

Commitment and Personal Well-Being 

There is preliminary evidence that the type of commitment that currently defines a 

relationship is linked with personal well-being. In a sample of cohabiting couples, Rhoades, 

Stanley, and Markman (2009a) found that individuals in relationships characterized by higher 

levels of constraint had lower levels of personal well-being (i.e., higher levels of depression and 

anxiety), lower levels of relationship quality, and their relationships evidenced higher levels of 

aggressive behavior. However, to our knowledge researchers have yet to investigate whether the 

type of commitment (dedication versus constraint) that defines a person’s reason for marriage is 

related to life satisfaction, a common personal well-being variable. Specifically, is an 

individual’s primary commitment motivation (personal dedication vs. constraint) for marrying 

their partner (rather than cohabiting with their partner) associated with their life satisfaction?  

Given the strong association between type of commitment and relationship quality (Stanley et 

al., 2004) and type of commitment and personal well-being (Rhoades et al., 2009a), this is a 

potentially important area of exploration.  

The current study seeks to answer the following research questions: 

1. What demographic, attitudinal, and relationship history variables are most predictive of 

personal dedication or constraint commitment in the decision to marry (rather than cohabit)?  

2. Is an individual’s reason for marriage (personal dedication vs. constraint) associated 

with that individual’s level of life satisfaction when controlling for demographic variables? 
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Method 

 The current study uses data obtained as part of the marriage and parenthood study from 

the Social and Demographic Trends department of the Pew Research Center (2007). The study 

was conducted in 2007 by Princeton Survey Research International. Data were gathered through 

telephone interviews with a nationally representative sample of 2,020 adults living in households 

with a telephone. Random-digit dialing methodology was employed to ensure the 

generalizability of the sample and the interviews were conducted in both Spanish and English. 

The response rate was 23.2% (working rate = 48.5%, contact rate = 67.5%, cooperation rate = 

36.6%, eligibility rate = 66.1%, completion rate = 93.8%), which is consistent with other studies 

employing a similar methodology (for a review, see Holbrook, Krosnick, & Pfent, 2008).  The 

questionnaire was developed by Pew Research Center staff and was piloted prior to 

administration. To allow for separate analyses of African American, Hispanic, and 18 to 49 year 

old respondents, these groups were oversampled. Therefore, a weighting variable was used in all 

analyses to control for the oversampling technique.  

Because our primary question of interest asked participants why they chose to marry as 

opposed to cohabit, we limited our sample to those individuals for whom cohabitation would 

have been a reasonably viable social option. In a review of the cohabitation literature, Smock 

(2000) noted that only a very small percentage of people cohabited before marriage prior to the 

1970s. Following methods used in other research examining cohabitation in a nationally 

representative sample (Bumpass & Lu, 2000), only the 18 to 49 year olds were used in the 

current study, reducing the total number of participants to 1,189. Of the 18 to 49 year-olds, just 

over two thirds of the sample were currently or had been married in the past. Those who had 

never married were excluded from the analyses, reducing the number of eligible participants to 
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786. Finally, missing data was handled using listwise deletion, which resulted in a further 

reduction of participants for each model.  

Sample 

 The sample was comprised of 51.7% females and 48.3% males. The mean age of 

respondents was 36.4 years. Nearly 70% of those in the sample were White, 9.8% identified as 

Black, 12.7% were Hispanic, and just over 5% belong to another racial group. About one quarter 

of the sample reported a total household income under $30,000, 46.9 % made between $30,000 

and $74,999, with the remaining 30.9% making over $75,000 a year. Just over two-fifths of the 

sample graduated from high school or received a GED (40.2%), 23.3% had some college 

education, and 32.3% held a college degree. 

 Seventy-four percent of the sample was currently married when the data were collected, 

10.0% were divorced, 1.7% were widowed, 9.0% were living with a partner, and 5.2% were 

currently separated. Of those not currently cohabiting, over 40% had previously lived with a 

partner without being married. Out of all those that had cohabited, 64.6% lived with their current 

spouse, 7.9% lived with someone else, and 25.8% lived with their current spouse and had 

previously lived with someone else.   

Variables 

 Table 1 contains correlations of all study variables for men and women.  

 Control variables. Three demographic variables were used as controls for the logistic 

regressions: age, highest level of education completed, and total family income. Age was entered 

as a continuous variable ranging from 18 to 49. Total family income was left as a categorical 

variable ranging from under $10,000 a year (1) to $150,000 a year or more (9). Level of 

education was also a categorical variable ranging from no education or grades 1 through 8 (1) to 
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post-graduate training following a 4-year degree (7).  

 Conventional Attitudes. Two items were employed to assess for conventional attitudes. 

Acceptance of premarital sex was determined through the question “If a man and woman have 

sexual relations before marriage do you think it is,”  “Not wrong at all” (1) to “Always or almost 

always wrong” (3). Acceptability of divorce was determined by having the respondent choose 

which statement best fit his or her views about divorce: “Divorce is painful but preferable to 

maintaining an unhappy marriage” (1) to “Divorce should be avoided except in an extreme 

situation” (2). These items were entered separated for the analysis. 

Parents’ marital status. One item was used to determine the parents’ marital status: 

“What was the marital status of your parents during the time you were growing up; were they 

married, divorced, separated, widowed, or never married to each other?” Responses were 

recoded as “Married” (1) and “Divorced or separated” (0). The categories of “widowed” and 

“never married” were excluded from the analysis, which represented about 8% of responses.  

 Relationship history variables. Two variables were examined related to the 

respondent’s relationship history. Current marital status was assessed through one item: “Are 

you currently married, living with a partner, divorced, separated, or widowed?” The responses 

were recoded into “Currently married” (1) or “Currently divorced/separated” (0). To determine if 

the respondent had ever cohabited, one item asked “Have you ever lived together with a partner 

without being married?” Possible responses were “Yes” (1) or “No” (0).   

Reasons for marriage. Reasons for marriage were determined from the open-ended 

question: “Why did you decide to get married rather than just live together?” Commitment 

theory was used as a conceptual framework for coding the responses as dedication (1), constraint 

(0), or other (see Table 2). The data had already been grouped into broad categories by the Pew 
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Research Center (e.g., “wanting to spend the rest of our lives together” and “religious reasons.” 

The three members of the research team worked collaboratively to classify each category as 

either a constraint reason or a dedication reason. The first and third author independently coded 

the “other” category as either “dedication,” “constraint,” or “other.” An interrater reliability 

analysis was calculated to determine the consistency between the coders. The Kappa statistic 

indicated “substantial” agreement between the two coders (κ = .79, p < .001; Landis & Koch, 

1977). This is an adequate level of agreement, given that the “other” category contained all of the 

most difficult responses to code. In cases where there was a discrepancy in coding, the second 

author was consulted to break the tie. The cases remaining in the “other” category were coded as 

missing because there was no way to interpret the responses in a meaningful way.  

 Life Satisfaction. One item assessed for life satisfaction: “Please tell me how satisfied 

you are with your life overall.” Response choices ranged from “Very satisfied” (1) to “Very 

dissatisfied” (4). The responses were recoded as “Very satisfied” (1) to “Less than very satisfied” 

(0).  

Results  

In order to address our research questions, a series of binary logistic regression models 

were conducted. Men and women were analyzed separately due to the reported differences in 

commitment processes between the genders that have been documented in previous research 

studies (Givertz & Segrin, 2005). In addition, a significant difference was found using the 

current data regarding men (68.2% identified dedication and 31.8% constraint) and women’s 

(72.1% identified dedication and 27.9% constraint) endorsement of commitment type (χ2 (1) = 

8.16, p < .01).  

 Table 3 contains the binary logistic regression analysis predicting commitment type 
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(dedication versus constraint) in the decision to marry rather than cohabit for the demographic, 

attitudinal, and relationship history variables. In order to control for basic demographic variables, 

age, education, and income were entered in step 1 of the model. The conventionality items and 

parents’ marital status were entered in Step 2 of the model because they are known predictors of 

dedication and constraint, having been investigated in prior studies. Finally, the respondents’ 

prior cohabitation history and current marital status were added to the model in step 3. These two 

variables were added last because they represent new constructs that are yet to be examined in 

relation to commitment type. Each step significantly increased the predictive accuracy of the 

logistic regression model for both men and women, according to the step statistic in the omnibus 

tests of model coefficients (represented as a chi-square in the table).  

 In the final model, every variable significantly predicted men’s commitment type. Higher 

levels of income were associated with an increase in the likelihood of marrying for dedication 

(odds ratio = 1.09, p < .001), while higher levels of education and being older were linked with a 

decrease in the likelihood of marrying for dedication (odds ratio = .89, p < .001; odds ratio = .98, 

p < .01). The conventional belief that premarital sex is always or almost always wrong was 

associated with a 27% decrease in the likelihood of marrying for dedication (odds ratio = .73, p < 

.001). Believing that divorce should be avoided except in an extreme situation was related to a 

26% decrease in the odds of choosing marriage based on a dedication reason (odds ratio = .74, p 

< .001). The men that had experienced a parental divorce or separation were more likely to 

endorse a constraint reason for marriage (odds ratio = .74, p < .05). Finally, those men who had 

cohabited were 32% (odds ratio = 1.32, p < .05) more likely to choose marriage out of dedication 

and currently married men were 2.4 times more likely to marry for dedication than constraint 

reasons (odds ratio = 2.41, p < .001).  
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 Each variable was significantly predictive of commitment type for women except, age, 

income, and parent’s marital status. Higher levels of education resulted in greater odds in 

marrying for dedication reasons (odds ratio = 1.14, p < .001). The belief that premarital sex is 

always or almost always wrong indicated a 44% decrease in the odds of marrying for dedication 

(odds ratio = .56, p < .001) and having a more conventional attitude toward divorce led to a 30% 

decrease in the likelihood of choosing marriage for dedication (odds ratio = .70, p < .001). 

Finally, women that had cohabited prior to marriage were 1.4 times more likely to have chosen 

marriage for dedication than constraint reasons (odds ratio = 1.40, p < .01) and those that were 

currently married were over 1.8 times more likely to endorse dedication over constraint (odds 

ratio = 1.84, p < .001). 

 Table 4 contains the binary logistic regression model assessing how commitment type in 

the decision to marry rather than cohabit predicts subsequent life satisfaction. Once again, the 

demographic variables of age, income, and education were entered into Step 1 of the model. 

Type of commitment (dedication or constraint) was then added in at Step 2, in order to assess its 

contribution beyond the demographic variables. Both steps significantly improved the predictive 

power of life satisfaction for men; however, the second step did not show a significant 

improvement in ability to predict life satisfaction for women.  

 For men, age and income were significant predictors of overall life satisfaction, with 

increased age decreasing the likelihood of being very satisfied with life by 7% (odds ratio = .93, 

p < .001) and greater income increasing the odds of being very satisfied by 23% (odds ratio = 

1.23, p < .001). For women, income and education both were significantly related to life 

satisfaction, with greater income resulting in being highly satisfied with life (odds ratio = 1.15, p 

< .001) and higher levels of education resulting in being less than very satisfied with life (odds 
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ratio = .94, p < .05). 

 Taking into account commitment type, men choosing marriage over cohabitation for 

dedication reasons are nearly 1.7 times more likely to be very satisfied with life compared to 

men whose decision to marry was driven by constraint reasons (odds ratio = 1.66, p < .001). For 

women, the type of commitment most salient in the decision to marry rather than cohabit was not 

related to life satisfaction (odds ratio = 1.02, p < n.s.).  

Discussion 

This study sought to identify the demographic, attitudinal, and relationship history 

variables that predict whether men and women choose to marry (rather than cohabit) for personal 

dedication or constraint reasons and whether the commitment related reason for marrying is 

associated with life satisfaction when.   

Perhaps the most significant result from this study is that marrying (rather than 

cohabiting) for personal dedication reasons is related to higher levels of overall life satisfaction 

for men, but not for women. This disparity could be attributed to the differing conceptualizations 

of cohabitation men and women hold. For women, cohabitation is much more likely to be 

perceived as one stage along the path to marriage (Thornton, Axinn, & Xie, 2007). As a result, 

the decision-making process associated with deciding between marriage and cohabitation will 

ultimately be inconsequential if cohabitation is perceived to be one part of a marriage trajectory. 

This conceptualization of cohabitation does not seem to hold true for men. It is more likely for a 

man to view cohabitation as a distinct relationship state separate from marriage (Thornton et al., 

2007). Therefore, the decision-making process associated with choosing marriage over 

cohabitation is likely to have a far more pronounced impact on men’s personal well-being 

because choosing to cohabit is not conceived as a prelude to marriage. Prior research lends 
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further support to this conclusion, in that men’s cohabitation history significantly impacts level 

of dedication commitment, whereas prior cohabitation for women does not influence dedication 

commitment (Stanley et al., 2004).  

The finding that the type of commitment driving the decision to marry rather than cohabit 

impacts later personal well-being for men but not women represents a contribution to the 

literature in two ways. First, this suggests that the relational forces shaping personal well-being 

for men and women are different. This study investigated the type of commitment operating 

during a decision made in the past (whether to marry or cohabit). It could be that personal well-

being for women would be more impacted by viewing the type of commitment endorsed 

currently in their marital relationship. Another possibility is that commitment might play a more 

important role in maintaining the stability of relationships for women, but it is characteristics of 

the relationship itself that more directly impact personal well-being, such as conflict style or 

quality of communication. Second, this study suggests that examining the impact of decision-

making during major relationship transitions on later personal well-being might not hold as much 

explanatory power for women as it does for men. It is possible that women’s decision-making 

(and the commitment driving those decisions) might be a more fluid process that is not 

punctuated as dramatically by a major relationship transition, such as moving from cohabitation 

to marriage. Whereas men’s decision-making could be prompted by the relationship transition 

itself. This is an area worthy of future investigation. 

Turning to the analyses predicting personal dedication and constraint, current marital 

status turned out to hold the most predictive power. Specifically, those currently married are 

more likely to have married for dedication reasons than those currently divorced or separated for 

both men and women, but this finding was stronger for men (odds ratio = 2.41, p < .001) than for 
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women (odds ratio = 1.84, p < .001). Intuitively, one would expect those who choose to marry 

because of positive attributes in their partner would be more likely to remain married when 

compared to those who made that decision because of an outside force pushing them toward 

marriage (religious, societal, or family pressure). While constraints are an important component 

of commitment that contribute to relationship stability during times of relationship distress 

(Givertz & Segrin, 2005; Stanley & Markman, 1992), if they are the primary factor in one’s 

decision to marry, that may be an early indicator of relationship problems. In addition, married 

individuals still tend to report higher levels of dedication than cohabiters (Stanley et al., 2004).  

Related to cohabitation history, both men and women who had cohabited prior to 

marriage were more likely to marry for dedication reasons than constraint reasons. At first 

glance, these results seem to contradict previous research that cohabiters often “slide” into 

marriage because of the many constraints associated with their living together rather than making 

a conscious decision to marry out of personal dedication (Rhoades et al., 2009b). The component 

missing from the current study that could shed more light on these results would be the timing of 

cohabitation (Stanley & Markman, 2006). For example, those who have a commitment to marry 

before cohabiting would be less likely to “slide” into marriage based on current constraints in the 

relationship. Similarly, it is possible that those who have cohabited with more than one person 

are also more likely to end a relationship rather than allow constraints to pull him or her into a 

marriage. Finally, it could also be that cohabiters are less traditional and therefore less likely to 

endorse social or religious reasons (constraints) related to their decision to marry rather than to 

cohabit.  

The results for the conventionality variables are quite interesting. The prior study that 

investigated conventional attitudes in relation to dedication and constraint found that higher 
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levels of conventionality are associated with higher levels of dedication (Givertz et al., 2009). 

The findings in the current study are just the opposite, with more conventional attitudes toward 

divorce and premarital sex being associated with a greater likelihood of endorsing constraint 

reasons for marrying rather than cohabiting for both men and women. This apparent 

contradiction could be attributed to the fact that the Givertz et al. study examined conventional 

attitudes only in conjunction with relationship process variables (conflict style and level of 

interdependence). Therefore, it is possible that the contribution of conventional attitudes was 

masked by the role of the relationship process variables in predicting commitment type. 

Furthermore, the sample employed by Givertz et al. was a convenience sample of college 

students, indicating their findings may not be generalizable to the broader population. In the 

current study, since the primary question of interest dealt with the decision to marry rather than 

cohabit, it could be that those individuals who hold more conventional attitudes in general would 

be more likely to endorse a constraint reason for choosing marriage because they hold a religious 

or moral belief against cohabiting. Therefore, the nature of the question, why they chose to marry 

their spouse rather than live together could have elicited responses from more traditional or 

conventional participants that made it clear that cohabiting was not an option as it went against 

their values.  

Finally, the influence of parental divorce was consistent with prior research for men, in 

that those from divorced families were more likely to choose marriage over cohabitation out of 

constraint than dedication (Jacquet & Surra, 2001). However, parent’s marital status was not 

useful in predicting commitment type for women. It is possible that men who experienced a 

parental divorce would be apprehensive about entering marriage, which explains why it may take 

constraints to pull them into marriage compared to men whose parents did not divorce. However, 
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it is not clear why parental divorce would play no role in the type of commitment driving 

women’s decisions in this sample. Clearly, this is an area for future investigation. Finally, the 

purpose for including demographic variables in the current study was to control for their 

influence in the analyses since a national sample was being employed. Many of the demographic 

variables ended up significantly contributing to the regression models predicting both 

commitment type and life satisfaction. Notably, level of education operates in opposite directions 

for men and women in the analyses conducted in this study. This is a potentially fruitful area to 

be investigated in future research.   

Limitations and Implications for Future Research 

Several limitations in the current study can inform future research in this area. First, as 

with any secondary data set (Collins, Welsh, & Furman, 2009), there were several variables not 

included that would have been useful in our present investigation. In the present study, including 

common and important relationship process variables would have been pertinent to gaining a 

more complete picture as to how marrying for dedication versus constraint reasons affects not 

only life satisfaction, but the relationship in general. This may have provided more insight as to 

how commitment type influences men and women’s experiences and interactions in their current 

relationship. Also, there may be other demographic and socioeconomic variables that might 

provide useful information such as race, occupation, and geographic location. Second, although 

we only included participants age 18-49, cohabitation is much more widespread and socially 

acceptable for the current cohort of young adults than it would have been for participants who 

are now in their 40s. Therefore, it is possible that older participants did not have a clear “choice” 

between marriage and cohabitation and therefore were more likely to be influenced by 

constraints in their decision to marry. Third, participants reported in the present their reasons for 
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an event (their marriage) that happened sometime in the past. Therefore, memory bias due to 

time, the current state of their marriage, as well as some other life event could influence their 

current views about their original reasons for getting married. Finally, our data were from 

individuals, not couples, and it is likely that the mutual influence that couples have on each 

other’s commitment type and level could shed further light on the relationship between the 

decision to marry, commitment processes, and personal well being. This presents an opportunity 

for future studies to look more closely as to how commitment type affects the couple dyad.  

In conclusion, this exploratory study introduces the potential importance of commitment 

theory in understanding the decision to marry. Specifically, results show that several 

demographic, attitudinal, and relationship history variables predict endorsement of personal 

dedication and constraint commitment and that type of commitment is also associated with life 

satisfaction for men. Future studies that explore the relationship between commitment type and 

other relationship process variables, such as attachment and conflict, may also be worth studying, 

as these have shown to be important constructs needed to understand couple interaction (Feeney, 

2008).  
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Table 1 
 
Correlations for Study Variables (Men Above the Diagonal and Women Below).  
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

1. Age ___ .28*** .05** .04* -.09*** .11*** .02 -.11*** .04* -.09***

2. Income .25*** ___ .56*** -.01 .02 .19*** .01 .18*** -.29*** .04* 

3. Education .09*** .44*** ___ -.07*** .03 .16*** -.06** .17*** -.22*** -.04 

4. Premarital Sex .10*** -.07*** .04* ___ .27*** .10*** -.42*** .06** -.12*** -.16***

5. Divorce .01 .06*** .01 .20*** ___ .06** -.10*** .09*** -.11*** -.09***

6. Parent’s Marital .17*** .21*** .12*** .05** .09*** ___ -.12*** -.01 -.03 -.08***

7. Cohabit History -.03 -.12*** -.01 -.26*** -.05* -.17*** ___ -.07** .22*** .10***

8. Marital Status -.11*** .39*** .12*** .00 .07** .15*** -.17*** ___ -.24*** .11***

9. Life Satisfaction .04 -.16*** -.06** -.03 -.06** -.07*** .04 -.27*** ___ -.04 

10. Commitment Type -.11*** -.02 -.01 -.22*** -.20*** -.04 .05** .02 -.02 ___ 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Table 2 
 
Definitions of Commitment Type and Respondent Exemplars that Represent Each Commitment 
Type as a Reason for Marrying Rather than Cohabiting 
 
Commitment Type Definition Exemplars 
   
Dedication Forces that motivate 

connection; all of the  
positive factors associated 
with the relationship 

“Because we loved one     
  another and wanted to spend  
  the rest of our lives  
  together.” 
 
“We loved each other and 
were very happy together.” 
 
“Because I wanted to spend 
the rest of my life with my 
husband as a partner. I 
couldn’t see the rest of my life 
without him.”                              
 
“We decided that we wanted 
to be together and live and 
grow and be a family for the 
rest of our lives.”                        

 
Constraint 

 
Forces that increase the  
cost of leaving; religious 
and moral convictions 

 
“I don’t think it’s right to just  
  live with someone.” 
 
“Wanted son to grow up in  
  home.” 
 
“That would not fly with my 
parents.” 
 
“Because I was pregnant and 
16 years old.” 

 
Other 

 
Researchers’ inability to 
determine responses in a 
meaningful way  

 
“I was looking at the cover of  
  the book without reading it.” 
 
“Well, it had nothing to do  
  with children.” 
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Table 3 
 
Binary Logistic Regression Predicting Commitment Type  
  
          Men (n = 256)        Women (n = 328) 
Predictor   B    SE    Exp (B)    B      SE      Exp (B) 
 
Step 1 
     Age             -0.03   0.01     0.97***  -0.01     0.01       0.99* 
     Income  0.09   0.03     1.10**   0.04     0.03       1.04 
     Education            -0.10   0.03     0.90**   0.14     0.04       1.15*** 
     Constant             0.25   0.33       1.28   -1.46     0.29       0.23*** 
          χ2 (3) = 21.78, p < .001           χ2 (3) = 29.58, p < .001 
Step 2 
     Age             -0.03   0.01     0.97***  -0.01     0.01       0.99 
     Income  0.10   0.03     1.10**   0.04     0.03       1.04 
     Education            -0.11   0.04     0.89**   0.14     0.04       1.15*** 
     Premarital Sex      -0.37   0.06     0.69***  -0.62     0.07       0.54*** 
     Divorce            -0.15   0.05     0.86**  -0.33     0.06       0.72*** 
     Parent’s Marital    -0.38   0.14     0.69**  -0.04     0.14       0.96 
     Constant  1.57   0.40     4.81***   0.38     0.34       1.46 
          χ2 (3) = 72.31, p < .001           χ2 (3) = 147.44, p < .001 
Step 3 
     Age             -0.02   0.01     0.98**  -0.01     0.01       0.99 
     Income  0.09   0.03     1.09**   0.01     0.03       1.01 
     Education            -0.11   0.04     0.89***   0.13     0.04       1.14*** 
     Premarital Sex      -0.32   0.07     0.73***  -0.58     0.07       0.56*** 
     Divorce            -0.17   0.05     0.84***  -0.36     0.06       0.70*** 
     Parent’s Marital    -0.30   0.14     0.74*   0.02     0.15       1.02 
     Cohabit History 0.27   0.11     1.32*   0.33     0.12       1.40** 
     Marital Status 0.88   0.18     2.41***   0.61     0.18       1.84*** 
     Constant             0.32   0.44     1.38   -0.30     0.38       0.74 
               χ2 (2) = 30.94, p < .001            χ2 (2) = 17.22, p < .01 
  
 
Note: Commitment Type Coding: Constraint = 0 and Dedication = 1 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Table 4  
 
Binary Logistic Regression Predicting Life Satisfaction  
  
          Men (n = 283)        Women (n = 384) 
Predictor   B    SE    Exp (B)    B      SE      Exp (B) 
 
Step 1 
     Age             -0.07   0.01     0.93***  -0.01     0.01       0.99 
     Income  0.20   0.03     1.23***   0.14     0.02       1.15*** 
     Education  0.05   0.03     1.05   -0.06     0.03       0.94* 
     Constant  1.79   0.31       5.98***  -0.40     0.23       0.67 
          χ2 (3) = 186.39, p < .001           χ2 (3) = 34.22, p < .001 
Step 2 
     Age             -0.07   0.01     0.93***  -0.01     0.01       0.99 
     Income  0.20   0.03     1.22***   0.14     0.02       1.15*** 
     Education  0.07   0.32     1.07*  -0.06     0.03       0.94* 
     Commitment Type 0.50   0.10     1.66***   0.02     0.09       1.02 
     Constant  1.50   0.31     4.49***  -0.41     0.24       0.67 
          χ2 (1) = 24.25, p < .001           χ2 (1) = 0.02, p < n.s. 
 
Note: Life Satisfaction Coding: Less than very satisfied = 0 and Very satisfied = 1 
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 
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