
Background

Family structure instability is believed to be

negatively associated with child outcomes such as

behavior problems, poor educational outcomes,

early onset of sexual behavior, premarital

childbearing and poor health. Several studies using

earlier waves of data from the Fragile Families and

Child Wellbeing Study suggest that children born to

unmarried, cohabiting parents, compared to those

born to married parents, are at greater risk of

experiencing their parents' separation in early

childhood, and the association varies by race and

ethnicity. Despite the importance of family

structure instability, little is known about family

structure transitions through adolescence. 

 

This research brief provides population estimates

of family structure trajectories from birth to age 15

for children born in large US cities between 1998

and 2000. The authors estimate cumulative

relationship instability over time and by mothers’

baseline relationship status and education.

 

Data and Methods

The analysis is based on data from the baseline

through Year 15 waves of the Fragile Families and 

 

Child Wellbeing Study. The analytic sample includes

children whose mothers reported their relationship

status at each wave, or whose relationship status

could be determined using information given at

subsequent waves (N=2,057). Data are weighted to

be nationally representative of the sampled

population.
 

Cohabitation transitions are calculated based on

mothers' reports at each wave. Mothers were

asked if they were living with the focal child’s

biological father or a new partner (at waves 2 and

3), if they were living with the focal child’s biological

father, and, if not, how many partners they had

lived with since the prior wave (from waves 4

through 6). 

 

Three categories are used to measure parents’

relationship status at baseline: married, cohabiting,

and single.  

 

Mother’s educational attainment at baseline is

measured in three categories: less than or equal to

high school degree or GED, some college, and

college degree or more.
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3 7.17 4.15 11.16 13.69 7.38 7.66 6.40

Parents' Relationship (Baseline) Mother's Educational Attainment
(Baseline)

7 1.46 0.94 2.65 2.02 2.20 1.37 0.00

0 50.08 66.18 30.36 13.70 37.64 53.81 73.20
1 11.64 8.71 13.80 19.82 12.81 12.84 8.34

Full
Sample

Married Cohabiting Single <= HS or
GED 

Some
College

College

Table 1: Number of Transitions, Baseline Through Year 15 (n=2,057)

2 13.56 11.36 16.03 18.76 16.70 15.65 5.45

4 7.57 6.16 9.77 10.28 3.27 5.3010.36
5 4.04 1.66 8.59 7.65 6.89 1.60 0.13

6 2.04 0.50 2.53 7.04 2.41 0.192.48

8+ 2.43 0.34 5.12 7.04 1.39 0.983.55

Mean Transitions
(SE)

1.56 (0.08) 0.89 (0.11) 2.43 (0.22) 3.00 (0.19) 2.06 (0.14) 1.27 (0.20) 0.71 (0.19)

Mean Entries (SE) 0.34 (0.05) 0.98 (0.09)   0.70 (0.03) 1.66 (0.09) 0.97 (0.06) 0.55 (0.09) 0.24 (0.07)

Mean Exits (SE) 0.85 (0.05) 0.54 (0.07) 1.44 (0.12) 1.32 (0.10) 1.08 (0.09) 0.71 (0.11) 0.47 (0.13)

Note: Weighted using nationally representative weights; Number of entries and exits may not add up to
number of transitions due to rounding

The researchers used bivariate regression models

to estimate differences between the cumulative

number of transitions for the full sample, by

parents’ relationship status at baseline and by

mother’s educational attainment at baseline. Next,

they examined the average number of transitions

at each wave along with differences by mother's

education and relationship status at the focal

child’s birth.

 

Results

Table 1 presents cumulative transitions for the full

sample and stratified by the parents' relationship 

status and educational attainment at the child's

birth. On average, children in the sample

experienced 1.56 transitions between birth and

age 15; the majority experienced no transition or

one transition. Children’s exposure to instability

varied by parents' relationship at birth and

mother’s education. Children born to married

parents experienced fewer transitions compared

to children born to cohabiting parents or single

mothers. Children born to more educated mothers

had significantly fewer transitions than those born

to less educated mothers.
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Figure 1 shows the number of

cumulative transitions children

experience at each wave. By age

15, children had, on average,

experienced about one and a

half maternal residential partner

transitions.

 

Figure 2 shows cumulative

transitions by the parents'

relationship at baseline. The

mean cumulative transitions for

children born to cohabiting and

single parents are significantly

different from children born to

married parents (p<0.05). At all

waves, children born to

cohabiting and single parents

experience a significantly higher

number of transitions than

children born to married

parents. By age 15, children born

to married parents experienced

0.89 transitions while children

born to single parents have

experienced more than three

times as many (3.00) and those

born to cohabiting parents

experienced 2.43 transitions. To

contextualize the number of

transitions experienced, a child

could experience three

transitions if born to a single

mother who had two

coresidential partners (the first

of whom moved in and out 

and the second who moved in).

 

Figure 3 shows the cumulative transitions at each wave by mother’s

educational attainment at baseline. At all waves, children whose

mothers had a college degree at baseline experienced significantly

fewer transitions than children born to mothers with a high school

diploma or less. By age 15, children whose mothers had at most a high

school diploma experienced an average of 2.06 transitions compared

to 1.27 among children whose mothers had completed some college, 
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experiences differ dramatically by parents'

relationship and the mother’s educational

attainment at baseline. The results are

generalizable to births in large US cities between

1998 and 2000 making them particularly useful for

understanding the childhood experiences of these

youth, who comprise about 30% of all US-born

youth during this period. 

 

Children whose parents were not married at birth 

 

 

 

 

 

are more likely to experience a transition than a

child whose parents were married at birth.

Maternal relationship transitions are also stratified

by socioeconomic status: children with highly

educated mothers experience fewer transitions

through adolescence than those with less

educated mothers. These findings call attention to

a need for additional focus on the contexts of

instability and pathways to stable singlehood or

relationships.
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RECENT WORKING PAPERS
 
The following comprises a list of the most recent Working Papers authored by the Center for Research on Child Wellbeing
(CRCW) faculty and research associates. A complete list of Working Papers is also available for viewing and downloading on
the Fragile Families web site: go to https://ffpubs.princeton.edu/
 
WP20-03-FF: Gold, Sarah, Wagner, Brandon, McLanahan, Sara and Brooks-Gunn, Jeanne. “Family Instability from Birth to
Adolescence: Evidence from a Birth Cohort Study”
 
WP19-12-FF: Turney, Kristin. “Vicarious and Contingent Consequences of Adolescent Police Exposure”
 
WP19-11-FF: Ye, Yiwan and Saco, Larissa.  “Keeping Promises: Single Mothers, Race, and Elementary Educational
Engagement”
 
 
 
 
 

and 0.71 among children whose

mothers had a college degree.

 

Conclusions

The findings provide information

about the family structure

instability experienced by

children in a recent birth cohort,

extend existing literature by

examining changes in a more

recent cohort through

adolescence. Transitions among

this cohort are common, though

FRAGILE FAMILIES RESEARCH BRIEF



Page 5

 
WP19-09-FF: Del Toro, Juan, Thomas, Alvin, Wang, Ming-Te and Hughes, Diane. “The Health-Related Consequences to
Police Stops as Pathways to Risks in Academic Performance for Urban Adolescents”
 
WP19-07-FF: Geller, Amanda and Monk, Ellis. “Race, Skin Tone, and Police Contact Among Contemporary Teens”
 
WP19-06-FF: Geller, Amanda and Schwartz, Gabriel. “Police Contact in Adolescence: Sexual Minorities and Health
Inequality”
 
WP19-05-FF: Um, Hyunjoon. “The Role of Child Support Debt on the Development of Mental Health Problems among
Nonresident Fathers”
 
WP19-04-FF: Dwyer Emory, Allison. “Unintended Consequences: Protective State Policies and the Employment of Fathers
with Criminal Records”
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For more information about the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, go to https://fragilefamilies.princeton.edu/
To review public and working papers from the Fragile Families Study, go to https://ffpubs.princeton.edu/
 
This research brief was adapted from working paper WP20-03-FF: “Family Instability from Birth to Adolescence:
Evidence from a Birth Cohort Study" by Sarah Gold, Brandon Wagner, Sara McLanahan and Jeanne Brooks-Gunn 
 
A Publication of the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs at Princeton University.
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