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Abstract 

 In Malaysia, unmarried cohabitation is increasingly common, but limited research has 

been done on how couples deal with this arrangement in a society shaped by cultural and 

religious norms. This qualitative phenomenological study aimed to explore the challenges and 

adaptive strategies towards challenges that faced by unmarried couples during cohabitation, as 

well as how they affect their relationship stability. The interviews were conducted online through 

Microsoft Teams platform and open-ended questions were asked during the interview. There 

were a total of eight individuals which formed four couples and the age range of the participants 

were from 20 to 30. The participants were all Chinese Malaysian and had cohabitated for at least 

six months. Thematic analysis was used to capture the essence of participants’ experiences and 

generate themes according to the research objective. The findings discovered a few themes 

which were adjustment to living habits, external pressures, financial tension, enhanced 

relationship understanding through cohabitation, strained relationship, collaborative maintenance 

of household and relationship, conflict resolution and negotiating societal and familial 

perspectives. The challenges faced by unmarried cohabiting couples caused stress, frequent 

arguments and doubts about the relationship which will affect relationship stability. The findings 

of this study showed that unmarried cohabiting couples in Malaysia need to deal with a 

combination of personal, cultural and financial stressors. This research brings significant 

practical implications for implementing relationship modules, developing awareness campaigns 

and educational seminars and gaining insights into potential challenges in the future by reflecting 

on the live experiences of other unmarried cohabiting couples.  

Keywords: external pressures, financial tension, strained relationship, challenges, 

adaptive strategies, relationship stability  
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

1.1 Background of Study 

 In recent years, the practice of cohabitation, where two people decide to live together 

before marriage, has been increasingly popular in Malaysia. The general definition of 

cohabitation is living together in a romantic relationship without getting married (Brown et al., 

2023). The percentage of cohabiting couples in Malaysia is increasing as the cohabitants felt that 

the advantages of marriage were insufficient to offset the possible financial and emotional 

suffering of divorce or other marital issues. So, they choose to live together before they step into 

marriage (Yik, 2021). For many people, living together is a significant step in figuring out what 

cohabitation means and how it affects their relationship stability. The topic of cohabitation and 

relationship stability has been the focus of various recent studies, exploring the challenges and 

adaptive strategies of unmarried couples in maintaining long-term relationships. 

 Moreover, on 24 July 2017, Malaysia’s women, family and community development 

minister, Datuk Seri Rohani Abdul Karim addressed a question of whether unmarried couples 

living together constitute “households”. She raised this question as one of the issues of 

cohabitation in Parliament. She emphasised that violent incidents involving cohabiting couples 

are distinct from typical assault cases involving strangers, even though she acknowledged that 

such incidents could be prosecuted or reported to the police under other statutes. This could be 

considered as another issue of cohabitation (Lim, 2017). 

The key issue of cohabiting couples is relationship stability. There are some studies 

indicating that cohabiting couples generally experience higher rates of relationship dissolution 
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than married couples due to the lack of formal commitment and social support for their 

relationship. According to Eickmeyer et al. (2023), the research found that cohabiting couples, 

especially among younger adults, face more breakups, often due to differing long-term goals or 

external pressures such as societal expectations or economic factors. Many couples who move in 

together view cohabitation as a step toward marriage, but financial disputes often lead to 

relationship instability when it does not meet their expectations (Baryła-Matejczuk et al., 2020). 

Adaptive strategies are also essential for sustaining cohabiting relationships. There is 

some research suggesting that cohabiting couples who establish open communication, clear 

expectations, and mutual goals tend to have more stable relationships. For example, a study 

highlighted the importance of communication for relationship adjustment over time, showing 

that couples who discussed and aligned on goals were more likely to experience relationship 

satisfaction and stability (Foran et al., 2022). Additionally, cohabiters often adopt financial 

planning strategies to address one of their main barriers to marriage, as nearly 38% of cohabiters 

cite finances as a primary reason for moving in together but also as a challenge to relationship 

progression (Graf, 2019). 

The purpose of this qualitative study is to investigate the lived experiences of cohabiting 

couples in order to comprehend the particular difficulties they encounter and how it affects their 

relationship stability. By examining these interactions, the study seeks to advance knowledge of 

adaptive strategies used by unmarried couples to manage their challenges faced to maintain their 

relationship stability during cohabitation. 

1.2 Problem Statement 
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The prevalence of young people living together prior to marriage has been rising in 

Pacific Asian settings. A newspaper company had organized a survey in Japan during year 2004 

about the experience of cohabitation, and about 20 to 40 percent of women agreed they had 

cohabited before (Lesthaeghe, 2020). It is suspected that cohabitation rate in Asian countries 

rises due to the exposure of western cultures, and individuals realized it was a choice to have 

cheaper leaving cost in case the relationship failed to work (Shi & Lievens, 2022). Some western 

countries had considered cohabitation as an alternative to marriage due to its decreasing 

importance in practical settings, as it serves more as a symbolic meaning (Uprety, 2023). This 

raises the question of whether cohabitation would be more effective in increasing relationship 

stability rather than marriage. 

There was not much study researching relationship stability during cohabitation or 

connecting this issue to challenges faced during the cohabitation period. Even though there is an 

article discussed about relationship stability during cohabitation, it was not the center of focus in 

the study (Foran et al., 2022). A research had discovered that cohabitation, living-apart-together 

relationships, and dating are the three categories of unmarried relationships that are comparable 

to each other but are usually of lower quality than married relationships (Brown et al., 2022). 

Despite their apparent similarities, it is still unclear why cohabiting relationships are more 

unstable than married ones. This can be addressed as a gap in the knowledge of how and why 

cohabitation affects the stability of relationships within couples. 

Other than that, because of Malaysia’s national religion is Islam, cohabiting before 

marriage is strongly prohibited among Muslims as it is a sin for them to live together as 

unmarried couples (Carsten, 2021). As a result, there was a lack of research about cohabitation as 

an unmarried couple in Malaysia, let alone challenges and relationship stability during 
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cohabitation. This spikes as a valuable research topic in Malaysia, as this country contains 

different views of cohabitation from various religions and ethnicities. If the exploration of 

challenges and adaptive strategies during cohabitation is not being done, cohabiting couples may 

face higher risks of separation. Lack of tailored support services would also be devastating for 

couples during cohabitation. As many relationship counseling services and public policies are 

traditionally tailored to married couples, cohabiting couples could be left without relevant 

resources to address their specific relationship struggles, such as differing expectations about 

commitment, finances, and family roles. Addressing this gap could help determine whether 

cohabiting in Malaysia builds relationship stability or decreases it due to challenges faced. 

During cohabitation, there must be some big or small challenges faced by couples, which 

makes it necessary to investigate the challenges faced by couples that cohabitate and their way of 

solving or adapting process. The challenges faced also would be affecting couple’s relationship 

stability. One study found the response of a partner towards stress while living together is crucial 

to their relationship satisfaction, and this will affect the stability of the relationship (Bar‐Shachar 

et al., 2023). This study aims to identify the challenges faced during cohabitation, their strategies 

to adapt to the challenges and how the challenges influence relationship stability among 

unmarried couples who cohabit. Participants would be given the opportunity to respond to the 

topic issue through a semi-structured interview. In the end, the results might help couples 

understand the challenges they might face during cohabitation and help them better grasp the key 

idea of maintaining relationship stability or bonding emotionally. 

1.3 Research Objectives 

1. To explore the challenges that faced by unmarried couples during cohabitation 

2. To explore the adaptive strategies towards challenges faced by unmarried couples  
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1.4 Research Questions 

1. What are the challenges faced by unmarried couples during cohabitation? 

2. How does the challenges faced affect couples’ relationship stability? 

3. What adaptive strategies do unmarried couples used to maintain relationship stability 

during cohabitation? 

1.5 Significance of Study 

By identifying important trends and challenges that occur during cohabitation, this study 

seeks to give cohabiting couples some useful guidance for comprehending and improving 

relationship stability. The results of this study might provide cohabiting couples some specific 

strategies for resolving typical issues during cohabitation and predictive insights into how it may 

affect their relationship satisfaction. Different expectations, communication failures, or financial 

difficulties while cohabitation are examples of boundaries that couples may encounter in order to 

achieve relationship stability. Future couples can get insight into potential risks and implement 

preventive actions before diving into living together to improve their relationship by learning 

from the experiences of research participants. 

Marriage counselors will benefit from this study by acquiring deeper insights into the 

dynamics unique to cohabiting couples compared to traditionally married pairs. It also provides 

them a better understanding of the unique difficulties and coping mechanisms that cohabiting 

unmarried couples experience. Counsellors can modify their treatment approaches to meet the 

particular requirements of cohabiting couples by having a thorough awareness of the dynamics 

of these relationships. Besides that, counsellors can create more successful interventions that 

support relationship stability and happiness with the use of this knowledge. Some information 
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including effective conflict resolution methods and adaptive tactics for managing societal 

pressures can be learnt from this study by marriage counsellors.  

By providing a comprehensive, in-depth examination of cohabiting couples' experiences 

and methods for preserving relationship stability, the research on cohabitation and relationship 

stability greatly benefits scholars and researchers. This study can provide a foundation for further 

research, allowing academics to expand on qualitative findings and investigate different aspects 

of cohabitation that may be overlooked by using only quantitative data. It advances scholarly 

understanding and adds to the larger conversation on social and familial structures by improving 

current ideas and models about family dynamics and relationship stability. Furthermore, by 

combining viewpoints from public policy, psychology, and sociology, the results can encourage 

interdisciplinary cooperation and produce a more comprehensive knowledge of cohabitation.  

1.6 Definition of Terms 

Cohabitation refers to a situation in which two individuals live together as husband and 

wife inside a family structure that is comparable to marriage but do not actually have a marriage 

ceremony. Additionally, it is not a legally recognised co-residential union and does not indicate a 

lifelong commitment to be together (Malek, 2016). Malaysia is a multiracial country which 

includes Malays, Chinese and Indians. Cohabiting before marriage is strongly prohibited among 

Muslims but it is not prohibited for non-Muslims (Carsten, 2021). Cohabitation can be served as 

a marriage trial, a substitute for marriage, a substitute for dating and being unmarried or as an 

alternative in cultural and social context (Sassler & Cooperstock, 2023). 

 Relationship stability can be defined as the perceived continuity, fulfillment, and 

resilience of a romantic relationship over time. This includes the couples’ ability to explore 

challenges without dissolution (Foran et al., 2022). 
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter discussed the origin and development trend of cohabitation throughout the 

century across various countries. Malaysia’s trend of cohabitation would be mentioned. Other 

than that, past studies about the different challenges faced by cohabiting unmarried couples, as 

well as differences of cohabitation and marriage would also be reviewed. Although it is not much 

relevant to our key study, the likeliness of cohabitation relationships transitioning to marriage 

also would be discussed. 

2.2 What is Cohabitation, and Why do People Cohabitate? 

Cohabitation is the practice of sharing a home and engaging in romantic relationships 

together without getting married (Brown et al., 2023). The origin of the term “cohabitate” comes 

from the mid-16th century. It is the combination of co- 'together' and habitare 'dwell' in Latin, 

which forms cohabitare. Due of the wide variety of cohabiting couples with varying objectives 

and viewpoints, the definition of cohabitation is still unclear (Thornton et al., 2008). Casper and 

Bianchi (2001) found four types of cohabitation that mainly explain cohabiting motives, which 

are: alternative to marriage, precursor to marriage, trial marriage, and coresidential dating. 

Research found that most individuals viewed cohabitation as a transition from singlehood to 

marriage (Shenk, 2018). It is theorized that when couples cohabitate, they often do so to see 

whether they are compatible enough to live together in a marriage for the rest of their lives. 

Conversely, the trend of cohabitation is increasingly becoming a viable alternative to marriage. 
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2.3 How does Cohabitation get Introduced into Society in the 20th Century? 

Starting in the late 1960s, premarital cohabitation rates and durations rose dramatically in 

the United States (Kuperberg, 2018). Their findings found that sudden increase of cohabitation 

may be caused by birth control pill's widespread availability and increased economic 

opportunities for unmarried women in the late 1960s and early 1970s. This means women can 

have sex before marriage with little concern for unintended pregnancies, and a new mindset and 

standard known as the "sexual revolution" had taken place. Starting from the 1970s, there is a 

debate on whether cohabitation is a step towards marriage, or it makes a substitute for marriage 

(Trask & Koivunen, 2007). According to Di Giulio et al. (2019), cohabitation patterns are 

developing similarly across different nations in Europe and North America, with an overall 

decreasing trend of cohabitation as a pre-marital experience and a spike of cohabitation as an 

alternative to marriage. 

In the late 1980s to 1995, 74% of cohabitors had the intention of marriage (Manning & 

Smock, 2002). Besides that, it is found many articles had done research on demographic 

perspectives on cohabitations, which is usually focused on Second Demographic Transition 

(Probert & Thompson, 2024; Lesthaeghe, 2014). The Second Demographic Transition is 

characterized by "sustained sub-replacement fertility rates, a variety of living arrangements apart 

from marriage, a breakdown between marriage and reproduction, and no fixed population" 

(Lesthaeghe & Surkyn, 2007). Cohabitation is still age-dependent in the majority of European 

countries, and between 2004 and 2008, most couples living together were in their twenties. It can 

be assumed that cohabitation does occur as a precursor to or substitute for the first or second 

marriage (Kasearu & Kutsar, 2011). Although being viewed as a negative behaviour, premarital 
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cohabitation actually spread to quite a few Pacific Asian societies from 1990s onwards 

(Lesthaeghe, 2020). 

From the Asian countries’ perspectives, there was more research done on the topic of 

cohabitation in Japan, China, and the Philippines than in other countries. According to Jones 

(2017), 20% of females aged 25 to 34 in Japan claimed they had cohabitated at some point in 

2004. Other than that, the rise of cohabitation in China between 2010 and 2012 was mostly 

caused by both ideational shifts and economic growth (Yu & Xie, 2015). Cohabitation is found 

more common among males with greater levels of education and between men and women from 

higher-status households. This indicates that individuals who have an education level of college 

degree would be more likely to cohabitate. Apart from that, cohabiting women in the Philippines 

reached record high rates across all age groups, according to the 2013 Demographic and Health 

Survey (Lesthaeghe, 2020). In a predominantly Catholic nation where divorce and abortion are 

prohibited, this is a startling discovery. There was not much research focusing on cohabitation in 

Asian countries or Malaysia to be specific. The reason that the topic of cohabitation is hardly 

seen or discussed by countries of Southeast Asia is due to the culture of cohabitation being 

largely forbidden (Jones et al., 2015). 

2.4 Trend of Cohabitation in Malaysia 

The trend of cohabitation in Malaysia had only caught on from the early 1990s (Malek, 

2016). It is believed that the influence of Western countries is mostly responsible for the growing 

acceptance and widespread cohabitation in Malaysian society (Shi & Lievens, 2022). In 

Malaysia, there is no law that provides protection to the property interest of unmarried 

cohabitants if they happen to be separated (Karuppiah, 2017), but the trend of cohabitation does 
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not decrease because of this disadvantage. It is believed that cohabitation is on the rise in 

Malaysia because, to cohabitants, the advantages of marriage were not enough to compensate for 

the possible financial and emotional suffering of divorce or other marital issues. However, there 

would be challenges waiting for them if they chose to live together, such as managing 

expectations, navigating social stigma, and resolving conflicts. There is recent data that shows 

that families and friends tend to give cohabiting individuals lower ratings compared to those who 

are in a romantic relationship or single (Dagar & Chawla, 2024). 

While the trend indicates a shifting attitude toward relationships, little is known about the 

specific factors contributing to relationship stability during cohabitation or the adaptive strategies 

that unmarried couples employ to address these challenges. This gap highlighted the need to 

explore the ways of cohabiting couples in Malaysia to navigate their relationships, particularly 

within a socio-cultural and legal environment that does not actively support cohabitation. By 

addressing these issues, the study aims to provide valuable insights into the dynamics of 

cohabitation and offer guidance to couples that are considering cohabitation as a pathway to 

relationship stability. 

2.5 Challenges and Possible Adaptive Strategies to Cohabitation 

One article argued that there are some negative effects of cohabitation, which are 

physical abuse, increasing depression rate, and responsibility neglecting (Malek, 2016). This 

could be viewed as the potential difficulties that could be faced by couples who are seeking to 

cohabitate. During COVID-19 period in Malaysia, dyadic coping was found to be an important 

factor that predicted the well-being of cohabiting couples during the lockdown (Seok et al., 

2022). This suggests that couples' well-being would increase when they resolved the issues they 
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faced during cohabitation as a unit. According to Tam et al. (2011), improved communication 

skills are linked to both improved conflict resolution strategies and improved mental health 

during cohabitation and marriage. This can be an indicator that when couples face some 

challenges during cohabitation, effective communication within each other can be useful and 

helps achieve relationship stability. 

It is crucial to find out what causes a relationship to be unstable during cohabitation to 

add on knowledge about the possible issues that couples would face that could be prevented. 

There is hardly much research on the stability of relationships amongst cohabiting unmarried 

couples, but rather more in focusing on marital stability (Manning, 2020). Findings suggested 

that challenges faced by unmarried couples living together are also mostly unknown. So, this 

research could be beneficial to add to the literature about the potential challenges faced by 

unmarried cohabiting couples, as well as their strategies to solve or adapt to the challenges 

posed. 

2.6 The Differences of Cohabitation and Marriage 

Cohabitation is mostly different from marriage although they might look alike due to 

both living together with their partner. Regarding the linked issue of separate lives, it is proven 

that cohabitors receive less support from their families and from one another, pool their incomes 

less than married people, and possess houses more rarely (Kravdal et al., 2023). Furthermore, 

while marriages that are without prior cohabitation tend to boost religious engagement, 

cohabitation decreased young adults' religious participation (Shenk, 2018). 

The fact that many couples in the US and other countries cohabited without getting 

married and may receive some of the privileges and obligations associated with marriage further 
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blurs the legal line between cohabitation and marriage (Thornton et al., 2008). It can be more 

difficult for cohabiting couples to compromise on issues like money, hobbies, and domestic tasks 

(Shenk, 2018). This is because the concept of cohabitation for most couples are built on 

autonomy as well as freedom. There is a positive correlation found between the number of 

domestic tasks that are equally shared and the quality of relationships between men and women 

(Carlson, 2022). This indicates that relationship quality would be increased if both partners 

shared equal amount of household responsibility, thus relationship satisfaction would also be 

increased. 

2.7 The likeliness of Cohabitation transitioning to Marriage 

Apart from that, a research had investigated about the probability of cohabitation 

transferring to marriage (Manning & Smock, 2002). They discovered that male socioeconomic 

situation had a greater positive impact on the transition from cohabitation to marriage than does 

females. According to Miller et al. (2011), it is common for cohabitants to expect something 

more from marriage when transitioning into one. When a couple progresses from living together 

to being married, they discover that they are closer to one another and have developed a stronger, 

more genuine joint identity to conform to cultural expectations or acting as a family (Hall & 

Adams, 2020). Because of the unsuccessful marriages young individuals have witnessed, some 

people lack the courage to commit to marriage (Shenk, 2018). This leads to an increasing 

percentage of people that are raised in divorced and remarriage households believe that love is 

fragile. 

2.8 Theoretical Framework 

2.8.1 Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 
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The theoretical framework used in this research is Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems 

Theory. Ecological Systems Theory can explain how each system in the theory interacts with 

each other and affect the relationship stability of the cohabiting couples. Bronfenbrenner’s 

Ecological Systems Theory contains five systems including microsystem, mesosystem, 

exosystem, macrosystem and chronosystem. 

The interactions with family and close friends will influence the individual’s attitude 

towards cohabitation. The interaction between the family microsystem and peer group 

microsystem could have a major impact on the relationship stability of the individual and the 

partner such as familial pressure and supportive peer group. Moreover, if the parents hold an 

opposing attitude toward cohabitation, it affects the couple’s perceptions indirectly and might 

cause the relationship to become unstable. This will make the couples struggle on the attitude 

toward cohabitation as they struggle between choosing not to cohabitate due to familial pressure 

and to cohabitate due to supportive peer network. Furthermore, the external framework of media 

representations can change the individual’s perception toward cohabitation as the media could 

present the benefits of cohabitation to make cohabitation less stigmatized and more socially 

acceptable. Other than that, the attitude of an individual toward cohabitation will be indirectly 

impacted by the laws and policies as cohabitation is frequently stigmatized or punished in 

Malaysia (Malek, 2016). Lastly, life transitions or evolving cultural norms could affect the 

individual’s attitude toward cohabitation as the individual is growing older and gaining 

experiences each passing day. The individual may view cohabitation differently when moving 

through different life stages. 

2.8.2 Social Exchange Theory 
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The theoretical framework used in this research is Social Exchange Theory. The core 

concept of the theory is costs versus benefits. It could be explained by the costs that are paid out 

by the cohabiting couples is the effort of overcoming the challenges they faced and the benefits 

they have are the advantages that are brought by adaptive strategies or solving the challenges. 

Individuals may face many challenges during cohabitation with their partner and they need to 

invest time, money and energy to overcome the challenges. For instance, if the individual faces 

the challenges of uneven household responsibilities with the partner, then the individual needs to 

distribute more time on doing the household chores.  

In the context of Social Exchange Theory, the investment of time, money and energy 

represents the cost of overcoming the challenges faced by the individual and their partner, while 

the benefits in this theory are the benefits that are brought by successful application of adaptive 

strategies. For example, both sides of a couple did not do any housework like mopping the floor 

or cleaning the toilet when they were living together, and they had an argument about it. The 

challenge here is the situation of neglecting housework, while the strategy of overcoming it 

could be splitting the housework equally to both sides of the party. If the adaptive strategy can 

overcome the challenges effectively, then it could reduce the conflict between the individual and 

the partner. Other than that, reducing conflict can also maintain the stability of the cohabiting 

relationship. In this relationship, the individual will balance the potential costs and benefits of the 

relationship with the partner. In other words, the individual will most likely leave the partner if 

the individual found out that the costs are exceeding the benefits in the relationship. 
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Chapter III 

Methodology 

3.1 Research Design 

A qualitative research design has been chosen for this study. Finding out the "who, what, 

or where" of particular experiences or events is known as a qualitative method (Turale, 2020). It 

works effectively for research projects that are required to develop first-hand experiences of the 

phenomenon, such as individual experiences. This research aimed to investigate the relationship 

of cohabitation and relationship stability. Relationship stability and the cohabiting experience 

could not be measured by quantitative approach which includes questionnaires, experiments, or 

structured observations. Participants’ experiences needed to be accessed and analyzed 

individually to understand the different perspectives in their situation. 

The qualitative study is appropriate for this research because it aimed to understand the 

challenges faced and adaptive strategies used by cohabiting couples, relating them to their 

relationship stability. The variety of challenges confronted by couples that are living together as 

well as ways to get through them are not capable of being accessed through filled-in 

questionnaires. It is most likely to be uniquely experienced by every couple and is multifaceted. 

Couples’ relationship stability also had been well interpreted through semi-structured interviews 

with cohabiting couples, as each individual might perceive their stability of relationship 

differently. 

From the multiple research designs available for research studies, this study used 

phenomenological research design. Phenomenological research focuses on an individual’s 
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experience or understanding their world as genuine or valuable (Wilson, 2015). It can also refer 

to grasping the description of subjectivity of other individuals. This implied that the current 

study is highly suitable to use this method of research. It allows researchers to find out how the 

challenges faced during cohabitation impact couples’ relationship stability. Other than that, the 

strategies that couples used to maintain their relationship stability had been researched by using 

this design. 

3.2 Sampling Procedures 

3.2.1 Sampling Method 

A purposive sampling method had been used to recruit participants in this research. 

Purposive sampling is a method used to select respondents who are most likely to provide 

relevant and valuable information to a study (Campbell et al., 2020). In the purposive sampling 

method category, there are different forms of purposive sampling to choose from, including 

heterogeneous sampling, homogeneous sampling, typical case sampling, extreme case sampling, 

critical case sampling and more. In this study, typical case sampling is most suitable for 

collecting data from participants. Typical case sampling is the process of choosing a typical or 

normal example, from among circumstances in the research's target group in order to obtain 

understanding about a specific topic (Nyimbili & Nyimbili, 2024). This study sought participants 

that fulfilled certain criteria, such as they are currently having a romantic relationship, aged 21 

years old and above, have cohabited for at least six months, are currently working, and have 

faced some challenges in their relationship. So, this study is reasonable to use typical case 

sampling as well as purposive sampling. 

3.2.2 Demographic of Participants 
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Some demographic criteria were used to filter out participants to better fit our study 

needs. First of all, participants were couples that are currently living in Malaysia and are 

Malaysian citizens. This is because the current study is focusing on the cohabitation phenomena 

in Malaysia. For age factor, participants were couples that aged 21 years old and above, as it is 

found that most couples cohabited at a mean age of 22 years old (Manning, 2020). In terms of 

gender criteria, the participants are not limited to any gender, but they must be having hetero 

relationships, as this study does not plan to include same-sex relationships. Furthermore, only 

couples that are currently cohabiting but not married had participated in this study. Unmarried 

couples are the key focus of this study, so couples that have already married are not eligible. 

Although Chinese participants were prioritized, other races would not be excluded from this 

study. However, there was one exception. Due to Muslims are not being able to cohabitate before 

marriage, they were not included to be selected into this study. 

3.2.3 Location of Study 

The conducted location of this study had been done virtually, as participants faced 

difficulties meeting up physically due to work or transportation issues. In terms of an online 

interview, participants required to have a smart device that can conduct video meetings. Virtual 

interviews are more convenient as both parties could choose the time of interview freely, as long 

as they are able to have a private conversation. It is beneficial to collect more samples from 

geographically far away states and towns in Malaysia to better cover cohabiting phenomena 

throughout Malaysia. The ultimate goal of the interviews is to hear out participants’ stories about 

their experience of living together. 

3.3 Rationale for Sample Size  
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         Three to six pairs of couples or understanding as six to twelve individuals is estimated to 

be recruited for this study since this is a phenomenological study. To gain insights into both 

perspectives, the research involved studying couples as paired units. Different types of 

qualitative study such as phenomenological study, case study, grounded theory study, 

ethnography study and narrative research have different ranges of recommended sample size 

range. According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), the recommended range of sample size for 

phenomenological study is between three to ten people. The exact number of participants of this 

study is dependent upon the data reaching saturation point. Saturation is the point at which the 

researcher stops gathering qualitative data as new information no longer stimulates new insights 

for the research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Therefore, recruitment of participants ended when 

the data reached saturation. According to our research study, eight participants, which is four 

couples had been recruited because the saturation of the data has been reached. In 

phenomenological qualitative research, the question of "how many interview subjects" is 

irrelevant, as the focus is on interviewing enough participants to fully understand the topic 

(Englander, 2012). 

Several inclusion and exclusion criteria were established for the purpose of choosing 

study participants. As fulfilled by the criteria of this study, the participants were Malaysian 

adults aged 21 and above who were currently residing in Malaysia. The participants were also 

unmarried heterosexual couples who have been cohabitating for at least six months or more. The 

individuals who are not involved in a cohabiting relationship and cohabited less than six months 

had been excluded. This study also excluded the participants that aged below 21 or not residing 

in Malaysia. 

3.4 Pilot Study 
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It is necessary to conduct a pilot study before conducting the actual study. According to 

Shakir and Rahman (2022), a pilot study also known as a preliminary study which can be 

considered as a pretest for a specific research tool like a questionnaire or interview questions. 

The aim of the pilot study is to test and check the validity of the interview questions. It is to 

make sure the interview questions were simple for participants to understand and able to explore 

deep and insightful answers about the real-life experiences of unmarried cohabiting couples in 

Malaysia. For the pilot study, a pair of couples which are two individuals were asked to take part 

and they were interviewed together. The researcher was able to figure out whether the interview 

questions can adequately explore the challenges, adaptive strategies and perceptions of 

relationship stability through the pilot interviews. According to the feedback of the participants, 

they stated that some of the questions may be unclear and need to be read repeatedly in order to 

understand actually what the questions are asking about. The participants also stated that some of 

the questions might have repetitive answers. For example, some actions had been taken for 

improvement of the interview questions such as some irrelevant and less important questions had 

been removed, rephrased the questions that were unclear and combined the questions that might 

have repetitive answers. 

3.5 Data Collection Procedures 

3.5.1 Ethical Consideration 

The participants had been acknowledged about the aim of the study when they filled out 

the consent form. Before the interview session started, consent forms were handed out to the 

participants. Participants were required to sign the consent form to ensure they acknowledged 

sharing their information for the data collection process and agreed to participate in this study. 



COHABITATION AND RELATIONSHIP STABILITY: UNDERSTANDING THE 

CHALLENGES AND ADAPTIVE STRATEGIES OF UNMARRIED COUPLES 20 

Participants could stop the interview process at all times if they felt uncomfortable. All questions 

used for the interviews and consent form have applied for ethical clearance, reviewed and 

approved by UTAR Scientific and Ethical Review Committee (SERC) in order to ensure 

participants’ confidentiality is not violated, according to UTAR Research Portal. 

3.5.2 Procedures of Obtaining Consent     

         An informed consent form was sent to participants via WhatsApp after identifying those 

who fit the inclusion criteria and were open to taking part in the study. At the beginning of the 

consent form which is the first section, it showed the informed consent and detailed information 

about the study. This section clarified that the participation in study was completely voluntary 

and that the participants can withdraw from the study any time without any penalty. Besides, the 

information collected is kept private and confidential since it is only used for research. The 

individuals were considered as participants when they filled out the consent form which 

represents that they agreed to participate in this study. Once the contents of the consent form 

were clarified, researchers proceeded to the interview phase at the time and date decided by both 

parties. 

 3.5.3 Data Sources 

         The data source is semi-structured interviews since this study is to explore the challenges 

faced and adaptive strategies used by the unmarried cohabiting couples. According to Kallio et 

al. (2016), interviews are the most widely used data collection method and it allows the 

individuals to share their experiences. Furthermore, semi-structured interviews are the most 

commonly used interview technique in qualitative research and it allows the interviewer to create 

the follow-up questions depending on the responses of the participants (Kallio et al., 2016). 
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According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), open-ended questions are recommended to be used 

in qualitative study as it allows the participants to share their experiences and opinions. The use 

of qualitative research helps to understand people’s views, experiences, attitudes, behaviour, and 

relationships (Pathak et al., 2013). 

3.5.4 Description of Data Collection Procedures 

         A recruitment post had been created to recruit participants on social media platforms such 

as Facebook and RED. The participants were recruited based on the inclusion criteria of this 

study such as aged 21 and above and currently cohabiting couples. The informed consent form 

was obtained to ensure the participant participated in the study voluntarily and understood their 

rights. The data were collected through semi-structured interviews that allowed the participants 

to share their personal experiences in their own words. The interviews were conducted online 

and the duration of the interview is approximately around 60 minutes for each pair of cohabiting 

couples and open-ended questions were asked during the interview. The interviews were 

recorded in the form of audio with the consent of participants to prove the authenticity of the 

data. All data collected were anonymous for the aim of privacy and confidentiality and to protect 

the identity of the participants after obtaining the ethical approval. The audio recordings and 

transcripts were safely kept to ensure privacy. After the study had ended, all recordings, 

transcriptions and other information of the participants would be deleted. 

3.5.5 Interview Protocol 

Research Objective 1 and Research Question 1 

“To explore the challenges that faced by unmarried couples during cohabitation.” 
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“What are the challenges faced by unmarried couples during cohabitation?” 

Interview Questions 

1. Can you briefly describe your experiences of cohabitation as an unmarried couple with your 

partner? 

2. What were your main reasons for choosing to cohabit before marriage? 

3. Have you experienced any societal or family pressure regarding cohabitation? 

4. What are some common conflicts or disagreements you and your partner face while cohabiting 

in terms of financial responsibilities, household chores or personal space? 

Research Objective 2 and Research Question 2 

“To explore the adaptive strategies towards challenges faced by unmarried couples.” 

“What adaptive strategies do unmarried couples used to maintain relationship stability during 

cohabitation?” 

Interview Questions 

1. Can you describe what are the adaptive strategies used by you and your partner to overcome 

the challenges during cohabitation? 

2. How do you and your partner navigate societal or familial disapproval of cohabitation? 

3. What strategies do you use to ensure financial security and stability as an unmarried couple? 
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4. How do you and your partner manage uncertainty regarding the future of your relationship 

such as any long-term plans or agreements? 

5. What coping mechanisms have been most effective for you in overcoming cohabitation 

challenges? 

Research Question 3 

“How does the challenges faced affect couples’ relationship stability?” 

Interview Questions 

1. Do you feel that cohabitation has strengthened or strained your relationship? Why? 

3.6 Triangulation Method 

         Triangulation is the process of using several techniques or data sources to create a 

thorough understanding of phenomena (Carter et al., 2014). The type of triangulation used in this 

study is data source triangulation. According to Carter et al. (2014), data source triangulation 

entails gathering information from multiple groups, families, communities, and individuals in 

order to validate the data and gather different viewpoints. Since this study is to explore the 

challenges faced and the adaptive strategies used by the unmarried cohabiting couples, data 

source triangulation was used to gather information about cohabitation through the interview 

with both partners in cohabiting relationships to explore individual and shared experiences. 

3.7 Reflexivity 

         The issue that may arise is biases of the researchers toward the unmarried cohabiting 

couples. This is because the researchers might have friends and families that cohabitate before 
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marriage with their partners. The researchers are able to observe the interaction between the 

cohabiting couples and know the consequences of cohabitation before marriage. Most of the 

cohabiting couples may end their relationship as they are not able to overcome the challenges of 

the cohabitation. So, the researchers might have a negative attitude or somewhat bias toward 

cohabitation as they witnessed too many failure cases of cohabitation before marriage 

surrounding them. 

         Another issue is the differences in viewpoints among the researchers. Since the 

researcher may not cohabitate before with their partner and is still single, they might bias the 

unmarried cohabiting couples. However, this might not be the issue if one researcher is currently 

cohabiting with the partner, the other researcher is not cohabiting with the partner and another 

researcher is single for a long time. Thus, the perspectives among the researchers might be 

different and conflict may occur during discussion. Conflict occurs due to the different 

understandings of the researchers toward the challenges that are faced by the cohabiting couples. 

         The third issue is the linguistic barrier. The researchers would want to find participants 

from different races to explore different experiences on cohabitation of cohabiting couples. But, 

the participants may prefer to speak in their native language according to their races. For this 

study, Chinese participants will be prioritized since the researchers are both Chinese to ensure 

there will be no linguistic barrier during the interview between the researchers with the 

participants. 

3.8 Data analysis 

The research used thematic analysis to analyze and group the data (Braun & Clarke, 

2021). Thematic analysis is a concept consisting of codes and themes to help researchers better 
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group the data collected altogether. Codes are the labels given to a text to help highlight key 

ideas in information collection. For example, the data set may be the words “dog” and “food” in 

a sentence like “My dog has been fed some good food”. Besides that, a theme is used as a 

combination of patterns within codes collected. Thematic analysis consists of two approaches, 

which is the inductive approach and deductive approach. Inductive approach means that the 

researchers did not know or did not have any preconceptions about the codes or themes that 

would emerge from the data collected and is suitable for explorational aims and questions; while 

deductive approach would be conducted using few established sets of codes and has a 

confirmatory nature. This study used an inductive approach to help explore the challenges and 

strategies couples used to adapt while cohabiting. 

There are six phases of reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021). In phase one, 

researchers will become very familiar with the dataset’s content. Reading the data or listening to 

the recordings of the data at least once would be needed to know the data concept by heart. By 

noting down the dataset with brief notes, it would be easier for researchers to combine them into 

codes. 

The second phase would be coding the datasets into codes. Data that were collected 

would form some information that is potentially relevant or meaningful for the research question 

in this topic, and they were compressed into code labels. According to Braun and Clarke (2021), 

coding involves more than merely summarizing the data; it also involves the researcher's 

constructive viewpoint. 

For phase three, it is about to generate initial themes. This is to search for themes as the 

codes might share the same code idea and answer the research question more effectively. It is 
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difficult to generate a theme as it depends on some of the factors which include the data, the 

study topics and the researchers themselves (Braun & Clarke, 2021). The researchers will 

typically combine multiple codes into a single theme. Therefore, the researchers will eliminate 

the codes that are not relevant or too ambiguous such as the data that do not often appear 

(Caulfield, 2023).  

Furthermore, the fourth phase is to develop and review the themes. According to 

Caulfield (2023), this phase is for the researchers to review the initial theme and ensure the 

themes are accurate and accurate interpretations of data. If the researchers run into issues with 

the themes, the researchers can split them up, combine them, remove them or develop new ones 

that can improve their accuracy and usefulness. 

The fifth phase is to define and name the themes. The researchers will name and define 

every theme in this phase. According to Caulfield (2023), the process of defining themes entails 

defining each theme precisely and determining how it helps the researchers to understand the 

data. While the process of naming themes is giving each theme a brief and clear name. For easier 

understanding and could attract the eyes of the reader, the name of the themes should be clear, 

precise, and interesting. 

The last phase is to write up the interpretations of the data. It requires an introduction that 

outlines the study topic, objectives and methodology. The methodology part can explain how the 

researchers gather the data such as by using open-ended questions during interviews or semi-

structured interviews. Besides, it can describe how the researchers will carry out the actual 

thematic analysis. The researchers can explain the meaning of the themes and the frequency of 

occurrence of the theme by using data to support the theme. For conclusion, the key conclusion 
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should be highlighted and demonstrates how the analysis addressed the research question 

(Caulfield, 2023).  
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Chapter IV 

Results 

4.1 Demographics 

 All interviews in this study were conducted online via Microsoft Teams, providing 

participants with flexibility and ease of access. The sample included eight individuals, forming 

four couples, each of whom had been living together for longer than six months at the time of the 

interview. All participants were Malaysian citizens of Chinese ethnicity and were currently 

residing in Malaysia. They range in age from 20 to 30 which represents young individuals in 

different stages of early adulthood, such as higher education and the beginning of their jobs. This 

demographic profile provided insightful viewpoints on the experiences of cohabiting couples 

within a young Malaysian context. 

4.2 Findings 

 This study aims to explore the challenges and the adaptive strategies towards challenges 

faced by unmarried couples during cohabitation. Three research questions were developed to 

achieve the objectives. The first research question examines the challenges that unmarried 

couples face during cohabitation, with three themes emerging: Adjustment to Living Habits, 

External Pressures and Financial Tension. The second research question explores how the 

challenges faced affect relationship stability, with two themes emerging: Enhanced Relationship 

Understanding through Cohabitation and Strained Relationship.  The third research question 

focuses on how couples make adjustments during cohabitation, with three themes emerging: 

Collaborative Maintenance of Household and Relationship, Conflict Resolution and Negotiating 

Societal and Familial Perspectives. 
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4.2.1 First Research Question  

Table 1   

Identification of Themes with Sub-Themes, Codes and Meanings  

Research Objective 1: To explore the challenges that faced by unmarried couples during 

cohabitation 

Research Question 1: What are the challenges faced by unmarried couples during 

cohabitation? 

Theme  Subthemes  Codes  Meaning 

Adjustment to 

Living Habits 

Sleep Schedule 

and Noise 

Sensitivity 

Sleep schedule 

clash 

Both partners have different patterns 

in the time for going to bed, waking 

up and the amount of sleep they 

require 

Division of 

Chores 

Unequal initial 

chore expectation 

Situation where one partner 

expecting the other to take on greater 

household chores than themselves, 

but the fact is different after living 

together 

External 

Pressures  

Family 

Disapproval  

Hiding 

cohabitation from 

father 

One partner intentionally keeps their 

father in the silence about 

cohabitation with the partner  

Cultural 

Expectations 

Overprotective 

family norms 

Cultural or traditional family norms 

that focus on the need of keeping a 

close eye on, protecting or 

controlling behaviour of family 

member 

Financial 

Tension 

Budgeting 

Conflicts  

Impulse spending 

vs Saving 

Couples have different financial 

habits: one prioritises saving money 

for future while the other prefers to 

make impulsive spending 
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Financial 

Imbalance 

Imbalanced 

financial 

responsibility 

One partner afford more household’s 

debts than the other  

Financial Stress Income insecurity Inability to maintain a stable income 

for daily life  

 

 Adjustment to Living Habits. This theme refers to individuals modifying their daily 

routines, lifestyle choices and personal habits in order to accommodate their present living 

arrangements or circumstances. It focuses on how people make adjustments to be comfortable 

and stable as well as how they adjust to changes in their surroundings, routines and 

responsibilities. There are two sub-themes found, which are sleep schedule and noise sensitivity 

and division of chores. 

 Sleep schedule and noise sensitivity. This subtheme examines how participants’ sleep 

habits and noise sensitivity affects their day-to-day experiences. Couple D is the only couple 

facing this issue, where Mr. D’s sleep is disturbed by Ms. D’s noise.  

 “Sleep schedule is different? Like I’m the type of person that sleeps for a short time, 

maybe 5 to 6 hours is enough. But he needs to sleep 8 to 9 hours, then is enough.” (Ms. D) 

 “So sometimes when she wakes up and does stuff too loud, it would wake me up.” (Mr. 

D) 

 “We didn’t really fight over it, but he did get a bit annoyed before.” (Ms. D) 

 Ms. D and Mr. D stated that they faced the challenges of sleep schedule due to their 

different sleep cycles. Mr. D needs eight to nine hours of sleep while Ms. D usually gets up early 

for school and six hours sleep is enough for her. Regarding noise sensitivity, Mr. D’s sleep is 
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disturbed by the loud noise produced by Ms. D’s hair dryer which she uses every morning before 

going to school. The fact that Mr. D’s sleep is significantly impacted by the sound of the hair 

dryer shows that he is a noise-sensitive person. 

 Division of Chores. This subtheme focuses on how household responsibilities are 

distributed between the couples as well as how this affects daily activities and relationship 

dynamics. It investigates if the duties are distributed according to work schedules, assigned 

based on skill or choice or shared evenly.  

 Before Mr. D and Ms. D started cohabitating, Ms. D had previously expected that Mr. D 

would be responsible for a larger portion of the household responsibilities. Since then, though, 

her viewpoint has changed and she now thinks it is better for them to split up household 

responsibilities equally. She added that she was surprised by Mr. D’s lack of real-life skills. For 

example, Ms. D had not expected that Mr. D would need her guidance to do the household 

chores. 

 “Thinking that he might be taking more responsibility for household chores? But after 

living together for a long time, I think it would be better if household chores are split evenly.” 

(Ms. D) 

 “Maybe I didn’t think that he could be quite bad at practical life skills. Like maybe he 

didn’t learn to cook at home, or required me to teach him how to do household chores.” (Ms. 

D） 

 External Pressures. This theme refers to how things outside of the relationship might 

impact a couple’s living situation, interactions, and overall relationship satisfaction. It 
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encompasses demands from job, cultural or societal norms, financial commitments, and family 

expectations. The theme also examines how couples react to these outside forces whether by 

adjusting, compromising, or opposing them and how much they worsen or improve their 

relationship. 

 Family Disapproval. The couples’ experience of unfavourable reactions from families 

toward their choice to live together are the main emphasis of this subtheme. It focuses on the 

emotional and practical difficulties brought on by such disapproval as well as the cultural, 

religious or generational ideas that fuel it.  

 From the interview, Ms. C mentioned that her mother knew about her cohabitation with 

her boyfriend and had given her permission. But she had not told her father about her 

cohabitation with her boyfriend since she expected him to disapprove because of his traditional 

beliefs even if she had not spoken to him about it explicitly. Her intention to keep her existing 

relationship and living arrangement while avoiding any potential dispute was reflected in her 

choice. 

 “But for my family, my mom agreed on our cohabitation, but I know that my dad would 

disagree on this even though I haven’t told my dad. So, I actually haven’t told my dad about this. 

This counts as a tension, but its like it won’t exist if I didn’t speak out about it.” (Ms. C) 

 Cultural Expectations. This subtheme focuses on how couples’ choices and experiences 

with cohabitation are influenced by cultural norms, customs and societal values. It considers how 

couples’ perceptions of their living arrangements and the responses they get from others are 

influenced by deeply held beliefs about marriage, relationships and family life. The subtheme 
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also examines the conflict between following cultural expectations and making personal 

decisions. 

 Ms. A stated that her family members have strong opinions about her cohabitation with 

her partner, especially her grandmother who at first found it unacceptable that an unmarried 

couples would live together. Her grandmother would often visit her family and she would tell 

Ms. A’s mother that she should not allow them to cohabitate. The reaction was based on the 

traditional Chinese cultural norms that link cohabitation to sexual behaviour and assume it to be 

a sign of a woman’s ‘innocence’. Ms. A said that she felt annoyed and distressed by the gossip 

and rumors made about her. 

 “For me, the opinion from my relatives is very strong.” (Ms. A) 

 “My grandma initially cannot accept boy and girl living in a same room, especially 

unmarried ones. My grandma occasionally would come to my house, and she saw my boyfriend 

and I were staying together and she cannot accept that. Then she would put pressure on my 

mom, tell her not to let us sleep together. Because they would say like not religion, but Chinese 

folks would think male and female sleep together will cause the female to lose their innocence, 

like they immediately think of sexual behavior.” (Ms. A) 

 “I think it is irritable like they spread rumors about me and nasty ones.” (Ms. A) 

 Ms. D clarified that her family had traditional norms such as the idea that daughters ought 

to be watched over and safeguarded. Additionally, they think that cohabitation should only take 

place after marriage and that a woman should not live with a boy before marriage. Furthermore, 

her family was worried that if friends or family found out that their daughter was living with her 

boyfriend prior to marriage, it may be the topic of gossip or unfavourable conversation in the 
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neighbourhood. This illustrates how the family’s perception and Ms. D’s negotiation of her 

living situation were impacted by cultural norms and a fear of social rejection. 

 “Maybe just their personal thoughts, because they think that daughters should be 

protected or they are being over protective.” (Ms. D) 

 “My family might nag me a lot, thinking ladies should not live with a man before 

marriage, it should be after marriage then only can live together.” (Ms. D) 

 Financial Tension. This theme focuses on how couples’ relationship dynamics are 

impacted by financial difficulties they encounter when managing a shared household. It includes 

challenges with inequalities in income, conflicts over priorities for spending and the burden of 

paying for shared costs like groceries, electricity and rent. The topic also considers how 

interpersonal decision-making, communication styles and state of mind can all be impacted by 

financial stress. 

 Budgeting Conflicts. This subtheme focuses on disagreements and conflicts between 

couples on how to handle shared finances. It explores how differences in spending patterns, cost 

prioritisation and saving techniques impact household harmony. Couple D had mentioned that 

Ms. D encountered the problem of impulse purchases. 

 Mr. D shared that he sometimes had to stop his partner from making impulsive spending. 

Even though he admitted that sometimes his behaviour annoys his girlfriend, he still believes that 

in order to maintain financial discipline, this matter must be resolved.  

 “Maybe she likes to make impulse purchases, so I need to stop her. Sometimes she would 

be annoyed but I still need to tell her about it. So this is just a small conflict, not until a major 

one.” (Mr. D) 
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 This illustrates a common aspect of budgeting conflicts where one partner exhibits a 

more impulsive spending pattern. These disagreements show how different spending habits can 

cause friction and necessitate constant negotiation to keep the relationship balanced, even though 

Mr. D considered them as ‘small conflicts’ rather than major conflicts.   

 Financial Imbalance. This subtheme focuses on how relationship dynamics are affected 

when one partner contributes a larger financial contribution to the home than the other. It 

considers the relational, practical and psychological effects of unequal economic abilities 

including pressure, shame and dependency.  

 From the interview, Ms. D explained that her partner took on more responsibility in 

financial contributions to their common expenses after he started working. She mentioned that 

they had decided to adjust their lifestyle to fit their combined financial capabilities because she 

was still a university student, and he was working. This involved spending their money at an 

affordable price and avoiding high-cost outings such as dining at fancy restaurants. Ms. D also 

highlighted that it was crucial for them to maintain a similar level of spending power as it could 

prevent the feeling of imbalance and make sure that neither partner felt pushed or left out 

because of financial limitations. This demonstrates how couples can manage financial 

differences while maintaining a sense of equality in their relationship by open communication 

and making decisions together. 

 “But after he had been working, he would be responsible in contributing more money.” 

(Ms. D)  

 “Because I’m still in university and he just got to work, so we would want to save our 

own money. So, we will make own decision and agreed on not going to the places that are too 
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expensive, or expensive restaurants. Our level of spending power must at the same level.” (Ms. 

D) 

 Financial Stress. This subtheme focuses on the financial strain brought on by shared 

living arrangements that couples experience on an emotional and psychological level. High 

living expenses, unequal financial contributions, limited or inconsistent income in order to 

control spending are some of the causes that may cause this stress.  

 Ms. A described it is impossible for her to make ends meet on a monthly basis when she 

and her boyfriend spent more money on food. She emphasized the frustration that results when 

expenses exceed earnings. She and her partner often faced financial difficulty and the difficulty 

persisted even when they changed to more affordable meals. This shows that prolonged financial 

difficulty can impact a couple’s decisions as well as their mental health since financial burden 

can cause stress in daily life.  

 “But there was one time we ate too much for a month and what I earn from work is not 

even enough to eat like this, I felt like I was doing work for nothing.” (Ms. A) 

 “At that time, I was stressed of financial problem” (Ms. A) 

 “He’s always in financial stress and for now we already eat mixed vegetable rice but still 

got financial stress.” (Ms. A) 

4.2.2 Second Research Question 

Table 2 

Identification of Themes with Sub-Themes, Codes and Meanings 
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Research Question 2: How does the challenges faced affect couples’ relationship 

stability? 

Theme Sub-Theme Code Meaning 

Enhanced 

Relationship 

Understanding 

through Cohabitation 

- Increased 

understanding of 

partner’s habits and 

values 

Couples shared that 

they truly understand 

more about their 

partner and their 

relationship had 

strengthened 

Strained relationship - Decline in passion 

towards special 

occasion 

Cohabitation had led 

to reduced excitement 

towards special 

occasions 

 

 Enhanced Relationship Understanding through Cohabitation. Couples mentioned 

that cohabitation has improved mutual understanding and strengthened the relationship. This 

included becoming accustomed to a partner’s habits and values, recognizing non-verbal 

expressions of emotion, and maintaining emotional closeness through daily interaction. 

Furthermore, some couple emphasized that cohabitation allowed for acceptance of differences. 

Ms. A thinks that cohabitation lead them to understand each other better. 

 “I think it counts as more understanding each other.” (Ms. A) 

Mr. B mentioned that he had cohabited with his girlfriend for a long period of time, so it would 

be hard to differentiate if the relationship is strengthened or strained. But, they strive to maintain 

their relationship intimacy.  

 “Got, like know her habits, sometimes because you know about it and got used to it, you 

would turn a blind eye naturally.” (Mr. B) 
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 “Because we are always in a cohabiting situation, so its hard to say if its strengthened or 

strained the relationship, but we are always maintaining it no matter what.” (Mr. B) 

 Because they are aware of each other's beliefs, values, and lifestyles, Mr. C believes their 

connection has grown stronger. He has also highlighted the consistent availability of emotional 

support acts as a source of daily happiness.  

 “For this question, no doubt it would be strengthen the relationship, because we would 

understand each other’s beliefs, values and lifestyle even more.” (Ms. C) 

 “Actually, there is no specific memorable experience, just everyday feels happy because 

there is someone that I can talk to or vent on whatever happens to me every day.” (Mr. C) 

 Couple D confirms that their relationship had been strengthened after they cohabited. Ms. 

D expressed that Mr. D tend to have a communication pattern of non-verbal emotional 

expression. So, cohabitation had greatly helped to maintain their relationship as she can feel his 

emotions through his actions.  

 “Strengthened, cuz if strained we cannot interview already.” (Mr. D) 

 “I feel its certainly would be better, because he is not the kind of person that will express 

his emotion verbally, he likes to use his actions to show his emotions. If we are not cohabiting, 

and we just meet up once in a few days, I think this relationship will be hard to maintain. But if 

we meet up everyday, I can feel that his emotions are still there.” (Ms. D) 

 Strained relationship. Couple A noted that cohabitation could diminish feelings of 

romantic anticipation, due to both partners saw each other everyday, which lead to boredom. 

Special occasions such as Valentine’s Day or anniversaries are losing their sense of novelty to 
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them. Ms. A mentioned that even if they went out for dating during these special occasions, it 

felt less like dating. 

 “We think what strained our relationship is due to lack of passion and surprises. We have 

no feeling of anticipation like Valentine’s Day or anniversary. We can be at home through these 

dates and even if I go out when Valentine’s Day, it doesn’t feel like dating.” (Ms. A) 

4.2.3 Third Research Question 

Table 3 

Identification of Themes with Sub-Themes, Codes and Meanings 

Research Objective 2: To explore the adaptive strategies towards challenges faced by 

unmarried couples. 

Research Question 3: What adaptive strategies do unmarried couples used to maintain 

relationship stability during cohabitation? 

Theme Sub-Theme Code Meaning 

Collaborative 

maintenance of 

household and 

relationship 

Task allocation 

strategies 

Chore Division by 

Strengths 

The individual that 

does better at a task, 

does it 

Chore Division by 

Tolerance 

The less an individual 

can tolerate a task, the 

more likely the task 

will be assigned to 

them 

Shared financial 

responsibilities 

Split the bills Splitting the expenses 

equally 

Relationship 

communication 

rituals 

Half-hour bedtime 

talk 

Talk for at least half 

an hour before sleep 

Conflict resolution Cooling-off periods Calm down before 

resolving 

arguments 

Both individuals avoid 

each other for some 

time before getting 

back to the problem 
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Compromise Playing badminton 

less frequent 

The individual limits 

the time of playing 

badminton to be with 

his partner 

- Communication When conflict 

happens, 

communication is the 

best way to solve the 

issue 

Negotiating Societal 

and Familial 

Perspectives 

- Excluding external 

opinion 

Individuals did not 

care about how others 

think of them 

- Respect external 

opinion 

Individuals respect 

other’s views 

regarding their 

cohabiting status 

 

 Collaborative Maintenance of Household and Relationship. This theme is defined as 

couples working together, actively organizing mutual daily-life governance to maintain harmony 

within their relationship. For domestic and relational responsibilities, couples would tend to 

collaborate and strive for a better way of forming new habits to live with each other. Such 

practices function as a proactive strategy aimed at addressing daily potential issues before they 

escalate into conflicts. Three sub-themes have emerged from this theme, which were task 

allocation strategies, shared financial responsibilities, and relationship communication rituals.  

 Task allocation strategies. Task allocation strategies refers to the method of division of 

household chores between a couple. Across the interviews, two main approaches were used by 

all four pair of couples. One strategy used by couples is dividing household chores based on 

individual strengths, while another lets the partner that was most affected by an undone chore to 
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undertake it. The majority of participants, which are Couple B, couple C, and Couple D indicated 

a preference for the former strategy, while only Couple A reported employing the latter.  

 For couples who divided tasks based on strengths, this often reflected an efficient use of 

personal competencies. Mr. B had stated that they split the household chores just like they split 

their financial responsibilities. He gave an example of both his partner and him taking 

responsibility of their pet cat’s daily care. 

 “We do the chores like you do this one, and I do that one, which would be on the spot. 

Like you in charge of cooking the cat’s meal, and I would be going there cleaning the cat’s poop 

and pee.” (Mr. B) 

 For Couple C, Ms. C mentioned they would do the chores that they were skilled at doing. 

Likewise, Couple D also would split household chores according to their personal strengths. 

They seemed to be comfortable maintaining this method in dividing household responsibilities. 

 “For household chores, we would do the household chores that we are good at. Like he is 

good at cooking dishes, then he would cook, and I would be washing the dishes.” (Ms. C) 

 “For household chores, we would balance out as well. For instance, I’m good at cooking 

dishes, so I would cook and he will be responsible for washing dishes or cleaning up the 

kitchen.” (Ms. D) 

 “Oh just like he likes to sweep the floor, and I like to clean the toilet. So we split the tasks 

like this is enough.” (Ms. D) 
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 As for Couple A, Ms. A mentioned that they handle housework by letting whoever can’t 

stand it anymore deal with it. Mr. A also stated that he thinks every couple should have the 

concept of other people’s habits could not be changed, so they would not argue over chores. 

 “Our household chores are like the one who cannot bear the mess will does it.” (Ms. A) 

 Shared financial responsibilities. This sub-theme captures the ways couples distributed 

their financial responsibilities together while cohabiting. All couples would split their food-

related expenses equally, either by splitting bills or alternating payments. Other than food 

expenses, additional expenses like rent, utilities and household bills were also shared equally by 

some couples.  

 Couple A, Couple B and Couple C employed mixed method payment strategies, such as 

playing for their own food or taking turns covering food expenses. This means they would only 

pay for the food they ate for each meal, or each take turn to pay for a meal. Couple D did not 

mention about their daily food expenses planning, but they did mention that they will split their 

daily expenses equally. This implies that they also share food expenses together. This could help 

maintain an equal contribution of finance in a relationship. 

 “My way to solve this problem is to not burden my partner so much financially so that I 

will share the food expenses with him.” (Ms. A) 

 “We are more like this time I pay for it, and next time he pays for it, because I don’t want 

us to be imbalance in money” (Ms. A) 

 “So, whenever he comes and fetch me, I would treat him for dinner and eat whatever he 

likes, because I felt like it was my responsibility.” (Ms. A) 
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 “We would split the bill or like I pay for this meal you pay for the next. But we mostly 

splitting the bill because we support more about the sharing financial burden.” (Mr. B) 

 “For financial responsibilities it’s still okay, because we were both students before, so 

we would split the bill equally. And now we started to work, we would still split the bill, just 

sometimes I would pay for the meal, and next meal is on him like this." (Ms. C) 

 “Now that we’re both working, it is still basically split finances. But if his salary is 

slightly higher than mine, he might take on more of the expenses. For example, I won’t let him 

bear everything for food expenses because he also needs to save.” (Ms. C) 

 “For financial responsibilities, when we were both studying, we would split our bills 

evenly. But after he had been working, he would be responsible in contributing more money…… 

Most of our daily expenses are split 50/50.” (Ms. D) 

 Ms. A had mentioned that she would treat Mr. A for dinner whenever he fetches her after 

working. She thinks that their contribution will be equal when Mr. A had contributed his time 

and car petrol to fetch her and she pays for their dinner. Furthermore, Mr. D will contribute more 

money for the household due to his ability to earn money. It is a similar situation for Mr. C, who 

will contribute more money in the household because he has a higher salary compared to Ms. C. 

 For other daily expenses like rental fee, electrical fee, water bill, internet fee and daily 

spending, Couple B and Couple D will share these costs evenly. Other than that, Ms. B think that 

financial planning is very important as it can determine their life quality. 

 “I think financial planning is very important, and we will split expenses equally. For 

example, for food, bills, and other expenses, we have a list to keep our expenses in check. ... We 
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often have to revise the list to make sure we’re not going hungry but still living comfortably.” 

(Ms. B) 

 “We often have to revise the financial list to make sure we’re not going hungry but still 

living comfortably." (Ms. B) 

 “For shared costs like groceries, utilities and rent, we split it equally. We also try to save 

together.” (Ms. D) 

 Relationship communication rituals. This sub-theme is defined as couple’s method of 

engaging in structured, routine-based conversations as a means of fostering emotional closeness 

and mutual understanding. Couple C is the only couple that used this method to understand about 

each other more than before. They have a nightly practice of talking for at least half an hour 

before sleep, in which they talk about their daily experiences, reflection on events, and exploring 

the psychological reasons behind their reactions.  

 “We had a habit like we would talk for at least half an hour before we sleep. Its like the 

things we want to say today, and we would say something every day…… Because when 

something happens, right now and then you won’t have too much thought, but when you were 

about to sleep that night and you think back, you would find that you have many things to say, or 

sharing like why did I act that way at the moment, what’s the psychological reason? Then he 

would be more understanding on why you have that kind of reaction.” (Ms. C) 

 This practice was viewed as an opportunity to express frustrations, provide unconditional 

listening, and enhance empathic understanding. Such rituals not only facilitated consistent 

emotional connection but also allowed partners to revisit situations with greater clarity, thereby 

deepening relational insight and reinforcing intimacy. 
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 Conflict resolution. This theme talks about the methods that couples used to resolve 

conflicts they faced during cohabitation. All couples would inevitably face some conflicts in 

their cohabitation period, whether it is big or small. So, all couples had shared some ideas on 

how they resolve their conflicts met in their relationship. Three sub-themes had emerged from 

this theme, which include cooling-off periods, compromise, and communication. 

 Cooling-off periods. Cooling-off periods can be described as temporary separation and 

emotional regulation before addressing disagreements. Couples had used strategies like 

distancing themselves within the home to de-escalate tension. This intentional pause was seen as 

a means to prevent impulsive remarks during movements of heightened emotion and to approach 

problem-solving more rationally. 

 Couple B, Couple C and Couple D would engage in cooling-off periods within the 

household area when conflicts arise. For Ms. B, whenever she felt very upset with her partner 

about an issue, she tend to engage in solitary activities such as using a phone or playing with her 

pet cat. Besides that, Couple C and Couple D had similar techniques when dealing with conflicts. 

Both couples would cool down by their own for 30 minutes to an hour, before any one of the 

partner calm down and approach the other to talk about the conflict logically.  

 “For me, when I feel really upset or unhappy, I tend to shut down. I won’t talk to anyone 

and I will just focus on my phone or play with my cat.” (Ms. B) 

 “But our cooling-off period is not one or two days, it is more like 30 minutes to an hour. I 

will gauge her emotional state and mine as well before we talk again. We would never carry 

problems over to the next day.” (Mr. C) 
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 "Usually within an hour. We stay in separate spaces. For example, he might be in the 

living room, and I’ll be in the bedroom so that we don’t get more irritated by seeing each other. 

Then, the one who calms down first will approach the other to see if they’re also ready to talk 

calmly and logically." (Ms. D) 

 “It is also important to give each other time to cool down. When you are arguing, you 

are most likely angry and end up saying things out of impulse.” (Ms. D) 

 On the other hand, Couple A had another way of de-escalating the situation. They would 

use avoidance-based methods to deal with problems, such as taking trips or doing other stuff to 

temporarily set aside issues. This method of avoiding issues without facing it could do more 

harm than good for a relationship. Ms. A also mentioned that this would not be the best approach 

to solve an arising conflict. 

 “One rather immature way we deal with problems is by trying to forget about them like 

going on trips or doing other things to temporarily set aside our relationship issues. But the 

thing is, even small things can bring those issues back up later. Even though this might not be the 

best approach, it’s the one we’ve been using.” (Ms. A) 

 Compromise. Compromising between couples is one of the methods to resolve conflicts. 

Some personal habits needs to be adjusted when a person enters a relationship, as both partners 

need to make time for the relationship to be harmonious. Mr. A tend to play badminton to relieve 

stress frequently and ignored the feelings of Ms. A. so in order to compromise, Mr. A reduced 

the frequency of playing badminton, while Ms. A does her own thing while Mr. A is playing 

badminton. Such compromises were framed as necessary adaptations to maintain harmony and 

balance. 
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 “From the beginning of our relationship until now, he has gone from playing badminton 

every day to about two to three times a week.” (Ms. A) 

 “I don’t know to describe it but especially when I feel down or sad, he suddenly says he 

would go play badminton. Yeah, this is what I felt mad about. …… So, what I’m doing now is I 

try to get used to it. Like when he plays badminton, I use this time to do my own thing, read 

about my book or something. Then time would pass faster.” (Ms. A) 

 Additionally, effective communication between couples is the most important factor to 

resolve conflicts shared by most couples. Couples need to have consistent and intentional 

dialogue in order to understand each other’s perspectives, and then address the major and minor 

issues logically. Couple B, Couple C, and Couple D had all shared the same strategy to resolve a 

conflict during their cohabitation period. Couple B emphasize on solving problems by 

understanding each other in an equal manner before thinking about a solution. Ms. C mentioned 

that timing of communication is also an important matter, and it should not be dragged out. She 

also stated that minor issues should not be ignored, suggesting that minor problems can escalate 

into bigger problems if left unnoticed.  

 “Basically, we always resolve problems through verbal communication. I prefer to 

respond after my partner and by that I don’t mean trying to overpower my partner. It is more 

about hearing what my partner want to say first, then I will think of a solution that we can both 

agree on.” (Mr. B) 

 “Some couples actually argue more after they move in together because of differences in 

lifestyle habits, opinions, or situations where only one party wants to talk while the other avoids 
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communication. That’s why I think communication is really important. The timing of 

communication also matters as issues shouldn’t be dragged out.” (Ms. C) 

 “Even if the issue is minor, we should still address it immediately and treat it seriously.” 

(Ms. C) 

 “Open communication is the most important. If there is a problem, it needs to be brought 

up.” (Ms. D) 

 Negotiating Societal and Familial Perspectives. This theme revolves around strategies 

couples used to handle societal and familial views on their cohabiting status. All couples shared 

some disapproval from their family members, and they chose mainly two methods on handling 

this situation, which are respecting or excluding external opinions. This balanced consideration 

of outside opinions was seen as a way to preserve family harmony while safeguarding the 

couple’s autonomy. Together, these strategies reflect a shared underlying goal, which is to 

navigate external pressures in ways that protect relationship stability and emotional well-being.  

 Ms. A faced some disapproval from her father when she begins cohabiting with her 

boyfriend, and some of her friends might not accept this cohabiting situation. However, she 

would not try to change their perspective as she respects others’ opinions. Mr. B also mentioned 

that his family initially did not accept their cohabitation status. So, he will respect them and let 

them accept this situation over time. Both Ms. A and Mr. B chose to respect their friends’ and 

family’s opinions and let them go their own natural ways. 

 “I don’t try to change people’s opinions because, whether they’re elders or close friends, 

everyone has their own way of thinking.” (Ms. A) 
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 “All we can do is respect their boundaries, and over time, they’ll gradually accept it.” 

(Mr. B) 

 Other than that, Mr. C also received some pressure from both society and his family. His 

parents think that he should get a girlfriend who can help him with everything, but he does not 

agree with this statement. He chose not to place value on parental opinions. On the other hand, 

Ms. D’s parents tend to nag her about her cohabitation with her boyfriend. Like Mr. C, Ms. D 

also chose to exclude external opinions. They both shown that they prioritized personal 

judgement over parental counsel. 

 “But I don’t really care about their opinions much, because I’m living my life with my 

partner, not with my parents.” (Mr. C) 

 “I just told them I’m living with my boyfriend, that’s all. Whatever they say after that is 

up to them.” (Ms. D) 
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

5.1 To explore the challenges that faced by unmarried couples during cohabitation  

The results of this study showed that unmarried cohabiting couples faced many 

challenges that could significantly affect their relationship stability. The first challenge is 

adjusting to new living habits like difference in sleep schedule and noise sensitivity and division 

of chores. The participants described how these differences in lifestyles often created frustration 

and frequent arguments which led to feelings of stress and dissatisfaction.  This aligns with 

Haydon & Salvatore (2023), who discovered that inconsistent routines and chore imbalances 

indicate low relationship satisfaction as the differences in lifestyles often led couples to become 

frustrated and anxious as they undermine the ability to work together and mutual understanding 

between the couples. According to Wang et al. (2024) , there is a significant correlation between 

a couple 's relationship and poorer sleep quality, including longer sleep duration and more 

frequent overnight awakenings. Individuals are more prone to experience emotional instability 

when they do not get enough sleep or good quality of sleep, which can cause arguments. If these 

everyday issues remain unresolved, it will lead to tension and frequent arguments which will 

affect the relationship stability. According to Stratton (2023), it is stated that married couples are 

more likely to distribute household chores less evenly than unmarried cohabiting couples. In 

contrast, most participants in this study stated that they distributed their household chores fairly 

during cohabitation.  

 Moreover, the participants also encountered external pressures especially in the form of 

cultural expectations and family disapproval. Some of the participants stated that they kept their 
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cohabitation a secret from their family members due to fear of stigma, reflecting Lai & Song’s 

(2022) findings that traditional norms in Asian context exert pressure on cohabiting couples. 

These external pressures increased feelings of insecurity and dissatisfaction which often led to 

more conflict as they tried to balance their own choices with family and cultural expectations. 

Unlike in Western countries where cohabitation is more accepted, Malaysia’s cultural and 

religious framework limits acceptance which make the cohabiting couples feel less supported by 

family and community, leaving them more uncertain about their relationship. Similarly, there is 

research in India showing that the couples experienced higher levels of stress, anxiety and 

uncertainty where cohabitation is less accepted (Jain & Priyesh, 2023). It highlights how 

traditional norms can exert emotional pressure on couples’ relationships. According to Fiori et al. 

(2021), married couples may have problematic in-law relationships because some of the couples 

might receive criticism and judgment such as hurtful words from parents-in-law . In contrast 

with married couples, unmarried cohabiting couples encountered external pressures in the form 

of cultural expectations and disapproval from their families and society.   

 Another major challenge is financial tension which includes budgeting conflicts, financial 

imbalance and financial stress. These results support past research that financial tension raises 

conflict and has a detrimental impact on relationship satisfaction as it increases negative 

interactions and decreases positive behaviours in relationships (Peetz et al., 2024). This study 

revealed that the couples who both are in different life stages may increase their financial stress, 

especially when one partner was still a student and the other was employed as their financial 

expectations are different. The student partner may feel guilty as they think they could not share 

the financial burden with their partner due to their low income or financial dependency while the 

employed partner may feel overburdened by bearing more financial responsibilities in the 
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relationship which could lead to stress and dissatisfaction due to the unequal financial 

contributions. Similar to Jenkins et al. (2022) , who noted that ongoing financial stress can lead 

to long-term relationship problems, this study found that financial tension not only caused 

practical issues but also led to more conflicts and feelings of discomfort. According to Luis 

(2025), financial stress would affect the marital satisfaction of the married couples by arising 

psychological stress and arguments between them. This is similar with the results of this study as 

the unmarried cohabiting couples also revealed that financial tension is a challenge that could 

deteriorate their relationships.  

The findings show that the challenges encountered by the unmarried cohabiting couples 

such as differences in lifestyle, family or societal pressure, and financial tension will directly 

affect their relationship stability by causing emotional stress, raising more conflicts and doubts 

about the future. These challenges not only bring emotional stress and repeated arguments but 

also affect how secure and committed couples feel in their relationship. The combination of 

personal, cultural and financial pressures makes cohabitation in Malaysia more complicated and 

difficult than in other countries where it is more common. 

5.2 To explore the adaptive strategies towards challenges faced by unmarried couples 

Through the challenges mentioned by the couples interviewed, a variety of adaptive 

strategies were used to solve the problems they had faced. 

Based on the three themes identified about strategies to solve challenges faced during 

cohabiting between unmarried couples, it is found that couples tend to think collaboratively 

about a solution and strive to work together towards a harmonious relationship. It has been 

observed that couples split responsibilities evenly, preventing disagreements before they 
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emerged. Individuals mentioned that the one who is more capable in a relationship will take over 

the tasks voluntarily or automatically. Allocating household chores and financial responsibilities 

by this method might help maintain daily relational harmony. Sharing tasks in relationships had 

been shown to positively correlate with both partner’s relationship quality (Carlson, 2022). This 

indicates that by splitting daily responsibilities equally according to strengths, couples can 

achieve a stable relationship during cohabitation. One study found that married couples also tend 

to solve their problems by “reach a common ground” (Kaya et al., 2021). This strategy aligns 

with the approaches reported by cohabiting couples in this study. For financial responsibilities, 

same strategy was used among all couples. Food-related expenses were shared equally whether 

by taking turns to pay or splitting the bill. It is worth noting that couples did not mention any 

conflict happening with this approach, which can prove agreement in finance would greatly 

boost couple’s financial satisfaction. This finding aligns with previous study showing financial 

satisfaction was higher among individuals who claimed they combined their finances together 

with their partner (Kruger et al., 2023). Peetz et al. (2023) suggests that couples that are having 

concerns about fairness and responsibility in financial decisions tend to struggle in their 

relationship. This provides inverse support that ensuring equitable participation in covering daily 

mundane expenses can mitigate relational strain, as reliance on a single partner to consistently 

bear financial responsibilities may lead to perceptions of imbalance within the relationship. One 

couple would have a nightly talk about the day they went through and suggest that it had 

improved their relationship as they understand more of each other. This result is consistent with 

prior research indicating the quality of a couple’s relationship later on is consistently correlated 

with both their good and bad communication approaches (Kanter et al., 2022). 
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         The tactics that couples employ for addressing conflicts are a significant theme. Couples 

stated that when they had major or minor disagreements, they would give each other cooling-off 

periods immediately before they communicate about their disagreements. When individuals are 

in a heated argument, they would definitely have some bursting emotions like anger or 

defensiveness. This could lead to both partners wanting to win over an argument instead of 

trying to solve the real issue. According to Harrison (2022), increased emotional arousal may 

override individuals’ ability for rational discussion, thereby reducing the likelihood of 

constructive conflict resolution. Consequently, it is important to allow a brief period of 

emotional de-escalation before trying to solve certain conflicts. Since poorly timed discussions 

may prolong unresolved issues and increase the risk of escalation, effective timing in 

communication plays a critical role in conflict resolution. An article suggests that conflict 

avoidance does not eliminate the issue but instead remains unresolved in individuals’ minds, 

which fosters anger and fear of future confrontations (Hample & Hample, 2020). Therefore, 

having an appropriate discussion about the conflicts in time could help address the underlying 

causes and reduce the likelihood of future emotional outbursts. Couples reported that engaging in 

active and balanced communication, where both partners listen and share equally, contributes to 

better outcomes. This outcome supports previous evidence suggesting active listening, which 

entails perspective-taking and genuine interest, fosters understanding and supports positive 

communication outcomes (Arican-Dinc & Gable, 2023). Other than that, it is found that effective 

communication between married couples fosters positive behavior and inhibits negative behavior 

(Adegboyega, 2021). It is suggested that effective communication is crucial for both cohabiting 

and married couples to reduce conflicts faced in their relationships. 
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         Regarding familial disapproval, results indicate that couples often disregard the opinions 

of unsupportive family members. Among all cohabiting couples interviewed, one partner in each 

couple reported experiencing familial disapproval. Most of the individuals’ parents or relatives 

did not support their cohabitation status due to them having the idea that one can only live with 

their partner after they got married. These results reinforce existing literature suggesting parents, 

in particular, pressured their children in cohabiting relationships to get married to their partners, 

viewing cohabitation as a violation of tradition and lacking reassured commitment towards both 

partners (Obeng-Hinneh & Kpoor, 2022). Couples frequently frame cohabitation as a personal 

decision between partners and believe that family members should not intervene, leading them to 

ignore or respect their family member’s opinions. When family members disapprove of a 

couple’s decision to cohabit, this disapproval may leave individuals caught between their 

partner’s standpoint and their family’s expectations, resulting in intrapersonal conflict. This 

divided loyalty can intensify stress, contribute to relational tension, and ultimately weaken the 

couple’s sense of stability.  Consistent with research on external stressors in romantic 

relationships, such interference may exacerbate conflict, increase frustration, and weaken overall 

relationship quality. According to Bradford et al. (2020), there is a significant association 

between parental and peer disapproval of the relationship and the perceived relationship quality 

of both partners. Therefore, reducing the influence of familial judgments about cohabitation may 

help couples navigate interpersonal conflict more effectively and promote greater relationship 

stability. 

Data source triangulation was employed by comparing experiences across multiple 

couples and between partners within each couple. This approach strengthened the 

credibility of the findings by revealing both convergences and divergences in participants’ 
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experiences. One phenomena had been found that most couples had allocated their daily 

chores according to individual strengths, and equally divided financial responsibilities. 

This reflects common essences of cohabitation that couples tend to equip adaptive 

strategies that benefit both partners in the relationship, and each partner contributes 

adequate responsibilities. Aside from that, it was discovered that every couple made the 

decision to continue living together without allowing negative viewpoints influence their 

decision. This consistency across participants demonstrates how the phenomenon of 

cohabitation was commonly experienced as an expression of autonomy and commitment, 

despite varying degrees of societal pressure.  

5.3 Theoretical Implication  

Based on the findings, Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory supports this 

research. From the ecological perspective, couples’ relationship stability are shaped not only by 

their microsystem, but also by their macrosystem. Microsystems composed of the close 

relationships that an individual interacts with daily, such as family members, romantic partners, 

and friends. To maintain relationship stability, couples would adjust to each other’s daily habits 

and share their responsibilities of finance or chores. Apart from that, couple’s interactions with 

their family are found to be highly correlated to the stability of their cohabiting relationship. This 

study found that couples tend to ignore or respect their family’s opinions when they show 

unsupportive attitude towards their cohabitation status. Therefore, their relationship would not be 

easily strained due to familial disapproval. This highlights how partners adapt within the 

microsystem to sustain harmony. 
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Cultural influence is also being noticed in the findings. All participants are Malaysian 

Chinese, which they would most likely have a traditional cultural norm of individuals must be 

married before living together. Within this cultural context, cohabitation without marriage is 

often regarded as socially unacceptable. Such belief may lead to the possible reason that some 

participants’ parents and relatives held an opposition towards cohabitation before marriage. 

However, some participants admitted they have been influenced by social media portrayals that 

suggested cohabitation offers many advantages. Such portrayals often emphasize benefits such as 

greater intimacy, shared financial responsibilities, and enhanced compatibility testing before 

marriage. This shows how cohabitation is not simply an interpersonal phenomenon but is 

embedded within multiple layers of social context, which is consistent with Bronfenbrenner’s 

proposition that human development and relationships are inseparable from their ecological 

environments. 

         The findings of this study supports Social Exchange Theory, as couples tend to evaluate 

relational costs and benefits when they cohabitate. Task allocation by strengths or tolerance and 

shared financial responsibilities demonstrated how partners strive to maintain fairness. By 

splitting expenses equally or adjusting contributions, relationship satisfaction will be increased. 

Similarly, conflict resolution strategies learnt during cohabiting periods such as cooling-off 

periods, compromise, and open communication can count as rewards earned from the 

relationship. This study also revealed that cohabitation brings greater intimacy and mutual 

understanding, but also generates costs such as declined passion. Thus, it can be concluded that 

tangible and intangible exchanges are crucial in sustaining relationship stability. 
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5.4 Practical Implications  

 This study provides a foundation for exploring the challenges encountered by the 

unmarried cohabiting couples for future research as it could help future researchers to explore 

similar topics in larger and more diverse sample sizes including different age ranges, ethnic 

backgrounds or types of relationship. In this context, the study provides valuable insights that 

can be expanded upon in future studies to better understand and achieve mutual understanding in 

the couple relationship.  

The findings of this study provide significant implications for mental health practitioners 

and relationship counsellors. The counselors can create specific interventions that could address 

the communication breakdowns, financial disagreements and role expectations that were found 

to be common problems among cohabiting couples. For example, implementing modules on 

conflict resolution and shared responsibility during counseling sessions could improve 

relationship stability of the couples and help them to manage their stressors effectively. The 

professionals can provide more useful advice by modifying support services based on the 

specific needs of unmarried cohabiting couples compared to traditional marital-focused 

approaches.  

 Furthermore, the findings of this study are also beneficial for unmarried cohabiting 

couples. The couples can gain insights into potential obstacles they may encounter and take 

preventive action early during cohabitation by reflecting on the lived experiences and adaptive 

strategies that were used by the unmarried cohabiting couples in this study. The couples may 

develop more stable relationships by taking inspiration from others such as using open 

communication, establishing clear expectations and being involved in financial planning.  
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5.5 Limitations  

One of the limitations of this study is the lack of diversity in research samples collected. 

Although this study is open to all races and ethnicities in Malaysia, there were only Chinese 

participants represented. This homogeneity restricts the generalizability of the findings, as 

cultural norms surrounding cohabitation may vary significantly across different ethnic groups. 

Including participants from other racial and ethnic backgrounds could provide a wider range of 

perspectives and comprehensive insights into attitudes and experiences of cohabitation. 

Next, the scope of this study could be limited. While the current study offers valuable 

insights into challenges, adaptive strategies, and relationship stability, it did not look more 

deeply into certain aspects of cohabitation. Some emotional experience of cohabitations may be 

overlooked in this study. So, including more in-depth questions could provide a richer 

understanding of the complexities of cohabitation.  

         Additionally, couples that experience significant challenges in their cohabiting 

relationships might be less inclined to participate in this study. This might be due to the couples 

having a desire to avoid disclosing sensitive issues or afraid that participation might further strain 

their relationship. As a result, the sample may underrepresent couples’ difficulties, limiting the 

extent to which the findings capture the full range of cohabitation experiences. 

The age range of samples collected is also one of the limitations of this research. The 

current study focused on all unmarried couples that cohabitate, but the participants found are all 

young adults. This age homogeneity might have resulted in more unified responses, limiting the 

ability to capture perspectives from older age groups who may experience cohabitation 

differently.  
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5.6 Recommendations  

The future research should aim to involve a more diverse sample of participants from a 

wider range of socioeconomic, religious, ethnic and cultural backgrounds to better understand 

how these elements affect the cohabitation experience. In Malaysian context, a large population 

outside a specific demography would gain deeper insights and improve the generalizability of the 

findings. Moreover, it would be helpful to do longitudinal study to analyse how challenges and 

coping strategies would change over time especially as couples step to marriage, separation or 

continuous cohabitation. 

Another insightful direction for future research is to enhance the comprehensiveness of 

the interview questions asked even though the study could produce significant findings. This is 

because certain perspectives of the participants’ experiences were either overlooked or not fully 

explored by the researchers. Therefore, more in-depth and probing questions are advised to use 

in future research to guide participants to disclose more thorough information during the 

interview. For example, there could be some questions that could dive into the emotional 

interpretation behind the decision of the participants, asking about their personal growth, their 

level of passion during cohabitation, their long-term outlook on cohabitation and how cultural or 

social context could influence them can be deeply explored in the future research. 

 Other than that, future research should provide a safe and supportive atmosphere that 

encourages the cohabiting couples to openly share their experiences. The atmosphere may reduce 

the participants’ feelings of anxiety about being judged by others if the researchers promise them 

that their information will be kept private and anonymous. Anonymous surveys or private, 
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separate interviews would be the participation options to help the couples feel more comfortable 

when discussing sensitive issues. 

 Furthermore, future studies should include a wider age range of the participants in order 

to investigate the experiences across different stages of adulthood. Since the primary focus of the 

current study only involved young adults, it would have limited the understanding of how older 

couples experience cohabitation. The older couples may see cohabitation with priorities like 

companionship, emotional security or blended family considerations. On the other hand, the 

younger couples may see it as a preparation before stepping into marriage or as a financially 

convenient arrangement. Researchers would be able to highlight how challenges, relationship 

stability and adaptive strategies differ according to life stage which could offer a more 

comprehensive understanding of cohabitation as a dynamic phenomenon. 

5.7 Conclusion  

This research set out to explore the challenges faced by unmarried cohabiting couples, the 

adaptive strategies they employed, and how these factors affect relationship stability. Through 

the thematic analysis of interview data, some main themes were identified. Couples had reported 

challenges such as adjusting to each other’s living habits, facing familial and cultural pressures, 

and living with financial tension. To resolve these challenges, some adaptive strategies had been 

used by couples including collaborative household management, shared financial 

responsibilities, and conflict resolution methods such as compromise and cooling-off periods. 

These experiences brought the result of cohabitation enhancing mutual understanding and 

emotional closeness for most couples, but some had introduced declining passion over time. 

Theoretically, the findings affirm the relevance of Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory 
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by demonstrating cohabitation is shaped by both microsystem and macrosystem influences, 

including partner’s adjustments, family expectations, cultural norms, and social media impacts. 

At the same time, Social Exchange Theory is reinforced by showing how couples balance 

tangible and intangible exchanges to maintain stability of their relationship. These findings could 

provide insights for mental health practitioners and relationship counsellors. Unmarried 

cohabiting couples also could benefit from this study. However, there are limitations in this study 

including lack of diversity, quality of questions made, lack of samples with significant 

challenges, and limited age range. Future research should involve more diverse sample of 

participants with a wider age range, better interview questions made, and provide a supportive 

atmosphere to encourage participants to speak their experiences openly. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Interview Questions 

RO 1: To explore the challenges that faced by unmarried couples during cohabitation 

1 Can you briefly describe your experiences of cohabitation as an unmarried couple with 

your partner? 

请问你可以描述你跟你的未婚伴侣同居的经验吗？ 

2 What were your main reasons for choosing to cohabit before marriage? 

你选择婚前同居的主要原因是什么？ 

3 Have you experienced any societal or family pressure regarding cohabitation? 

在跟你的未婚伴侣同居时，请问你有没有受到过来自社会或家庭的压力？ 

4 What are some common conflicts or disagreements you and your partner face while 

cohabiting in terms of financial responsibilities, household chores or personal space? 

请问在同居期间，你和你的未婚伴侣在经济责任，家务劳动或个人空间方面会遇

到哪些常见的冲突或分歧？ 

5 Do you feel that cohabitation has strengthened or strained your relationship? Why? 

请问你觉得同居拉近还是疏远你们的关系？为什么？ 

RO 2: To explore the adaptive strategies towards challenges faced by unmarried couples 

1 Can you describe what are the adaptive strategies used by you and your partner to 

overcome the challenges during cohabitation? 

请问你可以描述你跟你的未婚伴侣用什么方法解决你们同居时所遇到的挑战/困难

吗？ 

2 How do you and your partner navigate societal or familial disapproval of cohabitation? 
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请问你和你的未婚伴侣如何应对社会或家庭反对同居的看法？ 

3 What strategies do you use to ensure financial security and stability as an unmarried 

couple? 

作为一对未婚同居伴侣，请问你采取了哪些策略/方法来确保财务的安全性与稳定

性？ 

4 How do you and your partner manage uncertainty regarding the future of your 

relationship such as any long-term plans or agreements? 

请问你和你未婚伴侣如何处理你们之间未来的不确定性？ 

5 What coping mechanisms have been most effective for you in overcoming cohabitation 

challenges? 

请问哪些应对策略/方法对你来说最有效的解决同居带来的挑战？ 

6 If you could give advice to other unmarried couples facing similar challenges, what 

would it be? 

如果你能给其他也在面临类似挑战的未婚同居伴侣一些建议，你的建议是什么？ 
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Appendix B 

Ethical Approval Letter 
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Appendix C 

Personal Data Protection Form 

PERSONAL DATA PROTECTION NOTICE 

 

Please be informed that in accordance with Personal Data Protection Act 2010 (“PDPA”) 
which came into force on 15 November 2013, Universiti Tunku Abdul Rahman (“UTAR”) is 
hereby bound to make notice and require consent in relation to collection, recording, 
storage, usage and retention of personal information. 

 

 
1. Personal data refers to any information which may directly or indirectly identify a person 

which could include sensitive personal data and expression of opinion. Among others it 
includes: 

 
a) Name 
b) Identity card 
c) Place of Birth 
d) Address 
e) Education History 
f) Employment History 
g) Medical History 
h) Blood type 
i) Race 
j) Religion 
k) Photo 
l) Personal Information and Associated Research Data 

 

2. The purposes for which your personal data may be used are inclusive but not limited to: 

 
a) For assessment of any application to UTAR 
b) For processing any benefits and services 
c) For communication purposes 
d) For advertorial and news 
e) For general administration and record purposes 
f) For enhancing the value of education 
g) For educational and related purposes consequential to UTAR 
h) For replying any responds to complaints and enquiries 
i) For the purpose of our corporate governance 
j) For the purposes of conducting research/ collaboration 

 
3. Your personal data may be transferred and/or disclosed to third party and/or UTAR 

collaborative partners including but not limited to the respective and appointed 

outsourcing agents for purpose of fulfilling our obligations to you in respect of the 

purposes and all such other purposes that are related to the purposes and also in 

providing integrated services, maintaining and storing records. Your data may be 

shared when required by laws and when disclosure is necessary to comply with 
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applicable laws. 

 
4. Any personal information retained by UTAR shall be destroyed and/or deleted in 

accordance with our retention policy applicable for us in the event such information is 

no longer required. 

5. UTAR is committed in ensuring the confidentiality, protection, security and accuracy 

of your personal information made available to us and it has been our ongoing strict 

policy to ensure that your personal information is accurate, complete, not misleading 

and updated. UTAR would also ensure that your personal data shall not be used for 

political and commercial purposes. 

 

 
Consent: 

 

6. By submitting or providing your personal data to UTAR, you had consented and agreed 

for your personal data to be used in accordance to the terms and conditions in the 

Notice and our relevant policy. 

 

7. If you do not consent or subsequently withdraw your consent to the processing and 

disclosure of your personal data, UTAR will not be able to fulfill our obligations or to 

contact you or to assist you in respect of the purposes and/or for any other purposes 

related to the purpose. 

 
8. You may access and update your personal data by writing to us at: 

 
a. Celeste Lee Xin Rou – gmail1027@1utar.my 
b. Leong Qiao Yi – qyyyy03@1utar.my 

 

 
Acknowledgment of Notice 

 

[ ] I have been notified and that I hereby understood, consented and agreed per 
UTAR above notice. 

 
[ ] I disagree, my personal data will not be processed. 

 
 

 
………………………… 
Name: 
Date: 
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Appendix D 

Interview Consent Form 

 

Research Interview Consent Form 

Title of the Research Study: Cohabitation and Relationship Stability: Understanding the 

Challenges and Adaptive Strategies of Unmarried Couples 

Principal Investigator: Celeste Lee Xin Rou 

                                     Leong Qiao Yi 

Contact Information: gmail1027@1utar.my, 017-5995682 

                                   qyyyy03@1utar.my, 017-5515992 

Research supervisor: Puan Wirawahida Binti Kamarul Zaman  

    

Introduction: 

You are invited to participate in a research study as stated above. This study aims to explore the 

challenges and adaptive strategies of unmarried couples in maintaining long-term relationships. 

Before you decide to participate, it is essential to understand the nature of the study and your role 

as a participant. Please read this consent form carefully, and if you have any questions or 

concerns, do not hesitate to contact the Principal Investigator listed above. 

 

Purpose of the Study: 

There are two main objectives of this study. (1) Explore the challenges that faced by unmarried 

couples during cohabitation, (2) Explore the adaptive strategies towards challenges faced by 

unmarried couples. 

By participating in this research interview, your valuable insights will contribute to advancing 

knowledge in this area. 

 

Study Procedures: 
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If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a research interview 

conducted by a research team member. Based on your preference, the interview will be 

conducted in person or via online platform. During the interview, the researcher will ask you 

questions related to the research topic. 

The interview is expected to take approximately 30 minutes to one hour. All interviews will be 

audio-recorded to ensure accuracy during data analysis. Rest assured that any information 

obtained during the interview will be treated with strict confidentiality, and all identifying 

information will be anonymised to protect your privacy. 

Benefits of Participation: 

Participation in this study is voluntary, and the researcher will give RM20 per individual as a 

token of appreciation for your valuable input and involvement. Your participation will 

significantly contribute to the research objectives and may ultimately benefit society in the 

future. 

 

Risks and Discomforts: 

There are minimal risks associated with participating in this research interview. Although 

unlikely, you may experience some discomfort while discussing sensitive topics. If you find any 

questions distressing, you have the right to decline to answer or terminate the interview at any 

time without consequence. 

 

Confidentiality: 

Your privacy is of utmost importance to us. All data collected during the interview will be treated 

with strict confidentiality. Your identity will remain anonymous in any publications or 

presentations resulting from this study. Audio recordings will be stored securely and accessed 

only by authorised research personnel. Access to the data will be restricted to the research team 

and any regulatory authorities who may require review. 

 

Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal: 

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision to participate will not affect your 

relationship with the research team. If you choose to participate, you may withdraw your consent 

and discontinue participation at any time during the study without providing a reason, and this 

will not result in any negative consequences. 

 



COHABITATION AND RELATIONSHIP STABILITY: UNDERSTANDING THE 

CHALLENGES AND ADAPTIVE STRATEGIES OF UNMARRIED COUPLES 81 

Contact Information: 

If you have any questions or concerns or wish to discuss any aspect of the research before, 

during, or after the study, please contact the principal investigator. 

 

Consent: 

I have read and understood the information provided in this consent form, and I freely and 

voluntarily agree to participate in the research interview for the study titled [Cohabitation and 

Relationship Stability: Understanding the Challenges and Adaptive Strategies of Unmarried 

Couples]. I understand that I can withdraw my consent at any time without any consequences. I 

also acknowledge that I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have received satisfactory 

answers to my inquiries. 

Participant's Name: ___________________________ 

 

Participant's Signature: ___________________________ 

 

Date: ___________________________ 

 

Researcher's Name: Celeste Lee Xin Rou, Leong Qiao Yi 

 

Researcher's Signature:  ,    

 

Universiti Tunku Abdul Rahman 

Kampar Campus  

Jalan Universiti,  

Bandar Barat  

31900, Kampar,  

Perak 
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