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HOW DOES POSSLQ MEASURE UP? HISTORICAL ESTIMATES OF

COHABITATION’

LYNNE M. CASPER AND PHILIP N. COHEN

We use March Current Population Survey (CPS) data from
1977 to 1997 to produce a new historical series of indirect cohabi-
tation prevalence estimates. We compare our new estimates with
those produced by the traditional method and evaluate the new esti-
mates. We then compare the indirect estimates with the new direct
estimates to investigate whether biases exist in the indirect esti-
mates. Our findings indicate that the traditional indirect method of
estimating cohabitation prevalence underestimates cohabitors in
different subpopulations, especially among those with children. We
also find that the new indirect measure produces relatively unbiased
estimates of cohabitors’ characteristics.

Researchers at the Census Bureau developed nationally
representative estimates of the number of cohabitors and
their characteristics in the late 1970s (Glick 1984; Glick and
Norton 1977; Glick and Spanier 1980). Because of the lack
of direct data on cohabitation—that is, survey questions ask-
ing respondents to identify nonmarital cohabitation relation-
ships—the Census Bureau had to infer these rates on the ba-
sis of household composition. The result was the measure
that became known by the term POSSLQ (“PA-sul-cue”):
Partners of the Opposite Sex Sharing Living Quarters. This
concept and its acronym became cultural fixtures of the time,
as demonstrated by book titles in the 1980s such as There's
Nothing That 1 Wouldn't Do If You Would Be My POSSLQ
(Osgood 1981) and Will You Be My POSSLQ? (Bunting
1987). The POSSLQ concept contained a number of prob-
lematic assumptions, but researchers embraced these national
estimates despite their limitations and still refer to them to-
day. As recently as 1998, a Washington Post article trum-
peted the “eightfold increase” in the number of POSSLQ
households (Vobejda 1998).

For the past few decades, many cohabitation studies
have referred to increases in the prevalence of cohabitation
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as demonstrated by the Census Bureau’s POSSLQ estimates.
Of the 91 articles we reviewed that dealt with cohabitation,
about two-thirds contained either direct or indirect references
to the POSSLQ estimates; 28% referred to the POSSLQ esti-
mates directly (e.g., Bianchi and Spain 1996; Bumpass and
Sweet 1989; McLanahan and Casper 1995), and another 35%
referred to them indirectly (e.g., Bumpass, Sweet, and
Cherlin 1991; Manning and Smock 1995; Raley 1996;
Schoen 1992). Thus, despite the problems with these esti-
mates, they are used widely.

Other research provided a demographic profile of
cohabitors and examined which populations were most re-
sponsible for the increases (Chevan 1996; Glick 1984;
Glick and Spanier 1980; Hatch 1995; Spanier 1982). Re-
searchers described the distribution of cohabitors and the
prevalence of cohabitation by characteristics such as age,
gender, race, presence of children, marital status, metropoli-
tan status, educational attainment, and income.

Improving on the traditional POSSLQ estimates is im-
portant; they are the only consistent estimates available for
assessing the trends in the prevalence of cohabitation from
the 1960s to the present. In this paper we evaluate the
strengths and weaknesses of the traditional POSSLQ mea-
sure and offer an alternative: the Adjusted POSSLQ mea-
sure. We then compare these measures with a direct mea-
sure that first became available in 1995 to investigate
whether biases exist.

Indirect Methods

Along with the decennial census, the CPS has been the pri-
mary source for Census Bureau estimates of cohabiting adults
since 1960. In 1990 the decennial census began to include
“unmarried partner” as a category in the “relationship to the
householder” question; this category could be used to develop
a direct measure of cohabitation. This option, however, did
not become available in the CPS until 1995. Thus, until the
1990s, the Census Bureau had to employ indirect methods
using household composition to identify nonmarital cohabi-
tation. POSSLQ households are identified as all of those that
contain two and only two adults (age 15+) who are unrelated
and of the opposite sex. Because the definition is restricted to
households containing only two adults, group living situa-
tions are excluded. Presumably, however, the definition still
captures a significant number of simple roommate situations.
Thus it misses cohabitors who share households with other
adults; at the same time, it includes adults who live together
but are not couples, such as college roommates.
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The POSSLQ measure helped to identify the importance
of nonmarital cohabitation as an emerging trend, and laid the
foundation for much of the research that followed. Never-
theless, certain problems are apparent when the POSSLQ
measure is used as an indicator of cohabiting couples.

First, related adults are included in the count of total
adults; thus households with two unrelated adults and (for
example) one 15-year-old child are excluded. As a result, by
definition, POSSLQ households never include own children
or other relatives age 15 or older. The POSSLQ measure thus
underestimates the “true” POSSLQ population; probably it
also overestimates the unmarried-partner population because
it includes roommates (Bachrach 1987:624; Hatch 1995:4).

A second and numerically much smaller problem is that
foster children (technically not related to the householder)
are not excluded, so some foster children are counted as co-
habiting partners.

Because the Census Bureau does not include a POSSLQ
variable on its public use files for either CPS or the decen-
nial census, analysts have been required to implement the
designation themselves. In the process, several studies have
adjusted the traditional POSSLQ definition in beneficial if
not consistent ways (see Chevan 1996; Hatch 1995; Moffitt,
Reville, and Winkler 1998).

Direct Methods

Recall that the CPS began to include “unmarried partner” as
a self-identified relationship category on the household ros-
ter for the first time in 1995; this option first appeared in the
decennial census in 1990. In both the census and the CPS,
this relationship is identified only for individuals who are
not the householder—the person in whose name the house is
owned or rented. Because the relationship question asks how
everyone in the household is related to the householder, the
designation “unmarried partner” does not identify how
nonhouseholders are related to each other. Therefore unmar-
ried couples in which neither partner is the householder can-
not be identified.

The National Survey of Families and Households
(NSFH), the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG),
the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP),
and the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY) also
identify cohabitors directly. All CPS, NSFH, NSFG, and
SIPP respondents are shown a flashcard indicating that the
partner category is an acceptable response. Because cohabi-
tation may be an informal relationship that is defined sub-
jectively or culturally by either or both partners (Nock
1995), its identification is unusually prone to variation, de-
pending on the measurement techniques employed.

In the 1995 NSFG (Cycle V) women age 15 to 44 were
asked to state their relationship to every other person in the
household; “male partner” appeared as one of the choices. If
they specified anyone in the household as a male partner,
they were coded as cohabiting on an alternative marital sta-
tus variable (National Center for Health Statistics 1997). In
the NSFG, cohabitors also can be identified in the “cohabi-
tation history” section of the interview: If a respondent indi-

cates that she has ever lived with a partner and that she is
still living with him, she is reclassified as cohabiting.

In a separate household relationship matrix, the SIPP
asks about the relationship of each household member to ev-
ery other member, similar to the procedure in the NSFG. In
this manner, cohabiting couples that do not include a house-
hold reference person also can be identified. The NLSY asks
a separate question: “Are you currently living as a partner
with someone of the opposite sex?” (Moffitt et al. 1998).
Census Bureau public use data do not include marital status
recodes that include cohabitation.

Because of taboos and possible stigmas associated with
cohabitation, it may be significant that some surveys take
steps to make respondents more comfortable in identifying
themselves as cohabitors. In the NSFH, for example, inter-
viewers introduce the issue in the “over-sample screener”
section of the interview by stating “Nowadays, many couples
live together without being married. Is this true of anyone
who lives in the household?” (Bumpass and Sweet 1989).
The survey thus can identify couples that do not include
householders, even before anyone is officially added to the
roster. Also, in addition to offering a “lover/partner” category
on the household roster, the survey allows respondents to be
recoded as cohabitors if their current cohabitation spell ex-
tends to the current date. In this fashion, about 3% of
cohabitors who are not identified on the household roster ap-
parently are recoded subsequently as cohabitors.

NEW HISTORICAL ESTIMATES OF COHABITATION
PREVALENCE

Methods

We develop a new indirect method for measuring the histori-
cal prevalence of cohabitation. This method uses data from
the March Current Population Surveys, 1977 to 1997, and
applies an adjustment to the traditional POSSLQ measure.!

Cohabiting adults may be “living together” alone, with
any combination of other relatives, or with other unrelated
adults. In this paper, to improve on previous indirect esti-
mates by the Census Bureau, we introduce an “Adjusted
POSSLQ” designation that still restricts unmarried-couple
households to two unrelated adults but does not exclude
households with multiple related adults. The great majority
of these related adults are 15- to 17-year-old children of one
of the unrelated adults; this is not surprising given that
postmarital cohabitation is increasingly common (Bumpass
and Sweet 1989), and these unions often take place in the
presence of children from a previous marriage (McLanahan
and Casper 1995).

We define Adjusted POSSLQ households as those that
meet the following criteria: They contain (1) a reference per-
son (householder); (2) one other adult (age 15+) of the oppo-
site sex who is not in a related subfamily, not a secondary

1. We use CPS public use files prepared by Unicon Research Corpora-
tion (1997). In some years these files may differ from the latest files re-
leased by the Census Bureau.



