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The National Marriage Project

The National Marriage Project (nmp) is a nonpartisan, nonsectarian, and interdisciplinary initiative located at the University of
Virginia. The Project’s mission is to provide research and analysis
on the health of marriage in America, to analyze the social and
cultural forces shaping contemporary marriage, and to identify
strategies to increase marital quality and stability. The nmp has
five goals: 1) publish The State of Our Unions, which monitors the
current health of marriage and family life in America; 2) investigate and report on the state of marriage among young adults;
3) provide accurate information and analysis regarding marriage
to journalists, policy makers, religious leaders, and the general
public—especially young adults; 4) conduct research on the ways
in which children, race, class, immigration, ethnicity, religion, and
poverty shape the quality and stability of contemporary marriage;
and 5) bring marriage and family experts together to develop
strategies for strengthening marriage. The nmp was founded
in 1997 by family scholars David Popenoe and Barbara Dafoe
Whitehead. The Project is now directed by W. Bradford Wilcox,
associate professor of sociology at the University of Virginia.
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The Center for Marriage and Families
at the Institute for American Values

Directed by Elizabeth Marquardt, the mission of the Center
for Marriage and Families is to increase the proportion of U.S.
children growing up with their two married parents. At the
Center’s website, FamilyScholars.org, bloggers include emerging
voices and senior scholars with distinctive expertise and points
of view tackling today’s key debates on the family. The Institute
for American Values is a nonprofit, nonpartisan organization
dedicated to strengthening families and civil society in the U.S.
and the world. The Institute brings together approximately 100
leading scholars—from across the human sciences and across the
political spectrum—for interdisciplinary deliberation, collaborative research, and joint public statements on the challenges facing
families and civil society. In all of its work, the Institute seeks to
bring fresh analyses and new research to the attention of policy
makers in government, opinion makers in the media, and decision
makers in the private sector.

v

Table
of Contents
ix Executive Summary
13 When Marriage Disappears: The Retreat from Marriage
in Middle America w. br adford wilcox
Social Indicators of Marital Health and Wellbeing:
62 Marriage
69 Divorce
75 Cohabitation
83 Loss of Child Centeredness
89 Fragile Families with Children
99 Teen Attitudes About Marriage and Family

vi

Board of Advisors

A Board of Advisors made up of the following distinguished
scholars and professionals guides the work of the National
Marriage Project.
William J. Doherty, University of Minnesota
Richard M. Campanelli, Esq.
Kathryn Edin, Harvard University
Christopher G. Ellison, University of Texas at San Antonio
Robert Emery, University of Virginia
William A. Galston, The Brookings Institution
Neil Gilbert, University of California at Berkeley
Norval D. Glenn, University of Texas at Austin
Ron Haskins, The Brookings Institution
G. Sim Johnston
Linda Malone-Colón, Hampton University
Elizabeth Marquardt, Institute for American Values
David G. Myers, Hope College
David Popenoe, Rutgers University, emeritus
Isabel Sawhill, The Brookings Institution
Scott Stanley, University of Denver
Linda J. Waite, University of Chicago
Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, Institute for American Values
James Q. Wilson, UCLA, emeritus

vii

Executive
Summary
in middle a merica , marriage is in trouble .

Among the affluent, marriage is stable and appears to be getting even
stronger. Among the poor, marriage continues to be fragile and weak.
But the newest and perhaps most consequential marriage trend
of our time concerns the broad center of our society, where marriage, that iconic middle-class institution, is foundering. Among
Middle Americans, defined here as those with a high-school but
not a (four-year) college degree, rates of nonmarital childbearing
and divorce are rising, even as marital happiness is falling. This
“moderately educated” middle of America constitutes a full 58
percent of the adult population. When Marriage Disappears argues
that shifts in marriage mores, increases in unemployment, and
declines in religious attendance are among the trends driving the
retreat from marriage in Middle America. This report finds:
Marriage is an emerging dividing line between America’s moderately educated middle and those with college degrees.
Although marriage is still held in high regard across social classes
in America, in recent years, moderately educated Americans have
become less likely to form stable, high-quality marriages, while
highly (college) educated Americans (who make up 30 percent of
the adult population) have become more likely to do so.
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Marital quality is declining for the moderately educated
middle but not for their highly educated peers.
In the 1970s, about 69 percent of moderately and highly educated
married adults indicated they were “very happy” in their marriages,
whereas only 59 percent of married adults with the least education
(high-school dropouts) reported they were very happy. By the 2000s,
69 percent of highly educated married adults still reported that
they were very happy, but only 57 percent of moderately educated
married adults and 52 percent of the least educated (who make up
12 percent of the adult population) reported the same.
Divorce rates are up for moderately educated Americans,
relative to those who are highly educated.
From the 1970s to the 1990s, divorce or separation within the
first 10 years of marriage became less likely for the highly educated
(15 percent down to 11 percent), somewhat more likely for the
moderately educated (36 up to 37 percent), and less likely for the
least educated (46 down to 36 percent).
The moderately educated middle is dramatically more likely
than highly educated Americans to have children outside of
marriage.
In the early 1980s, only 2 percent of babies born to highly
educated mothers were born outside of marriage, compared to
13 percent of babies born to moderately educated mothers and 33
percent of babies born to mothers who were the least educated. In
the late 2000s, only 6 percent of babies born to highly educated
mothers were born outside of marriage, compared to 44 percent
of babies born to moderately educated mothers and 54 percent of
babies born to the least-educated mothers.
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The children of highly educated parents are now more likely
than in the recent past to be living with their mother and
father, while children with moderately educated parents are
far less likely to be living with their mother and father.
Specifically, the percentage of 14-year-old girls with highly
educated mothers living with both their parents rose from 80
to 81 percent from the 1970s to the 2000s, but the percentage of
14-year-old girls with moderately educated mothers living with
both parents fell from 74 to 58 percent. And the percentage of
14-year-old girls with the least-educated mothers living with both
parents fell from 65 to 52 percent.
Overall, then, the family lives of today’s moderately educated
Americans increasingly resemble those of high-school dropouts,
too often burdened by financial stress, partner conflict, single
parenting, and troubled children.
In an era in which jobs and the economy are the overriding
concerns, why should we care about the marriages of Middle
America? Marriage is not merely a private arrangement between
two persons. It is a core social institution, one that helps to ensure
the economic, social, and emotional welfare of countless children,
women, and men in this nation.
Today’s retreat from marriage among the moderately educated
middle is placing the American Dream beyond the reach of too
many Americans. It makes the lives of mothers harder and drives
fathers further away from families. It increases the odds that children from Middle America will drop out of high school, end up in
trouble with the law, become pregnant as teenagers, or otherwise
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lose their way. As marriage—an institution to which all could once
aspire—increasingly becomes the private playground of those already
blessed with abundance, a social and cultural divide is growing. It
threatens the American experiment in democracy and should be
of concern to every civic and social leader in our nation.
More than a decade ago, The State of Our Unions was launched
with the aim of making important contributions to the ongoing national conversation about marriage by tracking the social
health of marriage in America. Each issue offers readers updated
statistics on marriage and family trends from sources including
the U.S. Census Bureau and the General Social Survey, as well as
thoughtful commentary on the forces driving those trends and
their implications for children and families across the nation. With
the release of this year’s issue, When Marriage Disappears, we hope
to turn the national conversation toward the state of our unions
in Middle America.

W. Br adford Wilcox
National Marriage Project, University of Virginia

Elizabeth Marquardt
Center for Marriage and Families, Institute for American Values

De c e m be r 2010
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When
Marriage
Disappears

The Retreat from Marriage in Middle America
in middle a merica , marriage is in trouble .

Among the affluent, marriage is stable and may even be getting
stronger. Among the poor, marriage continues to be fragile and
weak. But the most consequential marriage trend of our time
concerns the broad center of our society, where marriage, that
iconic middle-class institution, is foundering.
For the last few decades, the retreat from marriage has been
regarded largely as a problem afflicting the poor.1 But today, it is
spreading into the solid middle of the middle class.
The numbers are clear. Wherever we look among the communities that make up the bedrock of the American middle
class—whether small-town Maine, the working-class suburbs of
1 . See Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas, Promises I Can Keep: Why Poor Women
Put Motherhood Before Marriage (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press,
2005); Sara McLanahan, “Diverging Destinies: How Children are Faring Under
the Second Demographic Transition,” Demography 41 (2004): 607–627; and,
William Julius Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass,
and Public Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987).
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southern Ohio, the farmlands of rural Arkansas, or the factory
towns of North Carolina—the data tell the same story: Divorce
is high, nonmarital childbearing is spreading, and marital bliss is
in increasingly short supply.
Who are the people behind these numbers? To put a face on
the “solid middle” of the United States, take a moment to browse
through the senior-class photos in any public-high-school yearbook
in Wichita, Kansas, or Waynesville, Ohio, or Walton, New York,
or McAllen, Texas, or Greenfield, Massachusetts, or any other
locale of Middle America these days.
The photos will show smiling teenage faces, bright and full
of promise. In these yearbooks, you’ll surely find the faces of the
college-bound kids, the athletic scholarship kids, and the National
Merit Scholarship kids. But these faces will typically constitute
only a minority of the class of 2010. The majority of these seniors
will not be bound for selective, four-year colleges or fast-lane
careers.2 They will get their diplomas and celebrate their graduation. Then they will look for a job, join the military, or enroll in
community college.
We could call them the lower-middle class or the upper-working
class, but the better term is the moderately educated middle. They
do not have BAs, MBAs, or PhDs. But they are not high-school
dropouts either. They might have even achieved some college or
2 . Data from the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG [2006–2008]) indicate
that 51% of today’s young adults (age 25–34) have graduated from high school
without getting a four-year-college degree, 31% have graduated from college,
and 18% have not graduated from high school.
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training beyond high school. They are not upscale, but they are
not poor. They don’t occupy any of the margins, yet they are often
overlooked, even though they make up the largest share of the
American middle class.3
In many respects, these high-school graduates are quite similar
to their college-educated peers. They work. They pay taxes. They
raise children. They take family vacations. But there is one thing
that today’s moderately educated men and women, unlike today’s
college graduates or yesterday’s high-school graduates, are increasingly less likely to do: get and stay happily married.
In these respects, the family lives of today’s high-school graduates are beginning to resemble those of high school dropouts—with
all the attendant problems of economic stress, partner conflict,
single parenting, and troubled children—rather than resembling
the family lives they dreamed of when they threw their mortarboards into the air.
Marriage and the American Experiment

The retreat from marriage in Middle America cuts deeply into
the nation’s hopes and dreams as well. For if marriage is increasingly
unachievable for our moderately educated citizens—a group that

3 . See Andrew J. Cherlin, “Between Poor and Prosperous: Are the Family Patterns
of Moderately Educated Americans Distinctive?” Prepared for the conference,
“Thinking About the Family in an Unequal Society” (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania, May 2009).
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represents 58 percent of the adult population (age 25–60)4—then it
is likely that we will witness the emergence of a new society. For a
substantial share of the United States, economic mobility will be
out of reach, their children’s life chances will diminish, and large
numbers of young men will live apart from the civilizing power
of married life.
This retreat is also troubling because highly educated Americans
(defined here as having at least a bachelor’s degree) have in recent
years been largely unaffected by the tidal wave of family change
that first hit the poor in the 1960s and has since moved higher
into Middle America. Indeed, highly educated Americans, who
make up 30 percent of the adult population, now enjoy marriages
that are as stable and happy as those four decades ago. There is
thus a growing “marriage gap” between moderately and highly
educated America.5 This means that more affluent Americans are
now doubly privileged in comparison to their moderately educated
fellow citizens—by their superior socioeconomic resources and by
their stable family lives.
4 . To determine the educational composition of the U.S. population aged 25–60,
we analyzed General Social Survey data from 2004–2008. In this period, 30%
of adults were college educated, 58% were high-school educated, and 12% were
high-school dropouts. In the 1970s, 16% of adults were college educated, 54%
were high-school educated, and 30% were high-school dropouts. Note also that
this report treats educational attainment as a rough approximation of class
position, such that college-educated Americans are described as upscale, high
school-educated Americans are described as Middle Americans, and high-school
dropouts are described as downscale (for one example of the close connection
between education and class, see Figure 18).
5 . See Kay S. Hymowitz, Marriage and Caste in America: Separate and Unequal
Families in a Post-marital Age (Chicago: Ivan R. Dee, 2006).
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So the United States is increasingly a separate and unequal
nation when it comes to the institution of marriage. Marriage is
in danger of becoming a luxury good attainable only to those with
the material and cultural means to grab hold of it. The marginalization of marriage in Middle America is especially worrisome,
because this institution has long served the American experiment
in democracy as an engine of the American Dream, a seedbed of
virtue for children, and one of the few sources of social solidarity
in a nation that otherwise prizes individual liberty.6
6 . See Linda J. Waite and Maggie Gallagher, The Case for Marriage: Why Married
People are Happier, Healthier, and Better Off Financially (New York: Doubleday,
2000); W. Bradford Wilcox et al., Why Marriage Matters: Twenty-six Conclusions
from the Social Sciences (New York: Institute for American Values, 2005).
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The Evidence 7
The retreat from marriage hit first and hardest among African
American and poor communities in the 1960s and 1970s. But in
recent years, it has spread into Middle America at an astonishingly
fast pace. (“Race, Class, and Marriage,” below, confirms that the
retreat from marriage applies to both black and white moderately
educated Americans.)
More precisely, in the last four decades, moderately educated
Americans have seen their rates of divorce and nonmarital childbearing rise, while their odds of wedded bliss have fallen, to the
point where their family lives look more and more like those of
the least-educated Americans (defined here as having no highschool degree) who make up 12 percent of the adult population
aged 25–60. By contrast, marriage trends among highly educated
Americans have largely stabilized since the 1970s.
7 . This analysis relies on data from three large, nationally representative surveys:
the General Social Survey (1972–2008), the National Survey of Family Growth
(1973–2008), and the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health
(1994–2008). For more details on this report’s methodology, see the “Methodological Note.”
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Adult Trends
Percent Chance of Divorce or Separation Within 10 Years of
First Marriage, 15–44 year-old Women, by Education and Year of Marriage

Figure 1.
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SOURCE: National Surveys of Family Growth, 1973–2008. NSFG
Cycles 1–3 (1973, 1976, and 1982) were used to calculate figures for
1970–74. NSFG Cycles 5 and 6 (1995 and 2002) and the continuous
NSFG (2006–08) were used to calculate figures for 1995–99.

As Figure 1 indicates, the percentage of moderately
educated marriages ending in divorce or separation within 10
years of marriage rose from 36 percent for couples who married in
the early 1970s to 37 percent for couples who married in the late
1990s. Indeed, in the recent period, the moderately educated dissolved their marriages at a rate somewhat higher than the 36 percent found among the least educated. By contrast, the percent of
highly educated married couples who divorced within 10 years of
marriage actually fell from 15 to 11 percent over the same period.

di vorce .

19

Percentage in “Very Happy” Marriage, 18–60 year-old
Marrieds, by Education and Decade

Figure 2.
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From the 1970s to the 2000s, as Figure
2 indicates, the percent of spouses who reported they were “very
happy” in their marriages dropped among moderately and leasteducated Americans from, respectively, 68 percent to 57 percent
and from 59 percent to 52 percent. But there was no drop in marital
happiness for highly educated Americans; among this group, 69
percent reported they were “very happy” over this period. Thus
moderately educated Americans moved away from highly educated
Americans and toward the least-educated Americans in their odds
of reporting that they were “very happy” in marriage.
m a r ita l h a ppi n e s s .
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Percentage in Intact First Marriage, 25–60-year-olds,
by Education and Decade

Figure 3.
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Figure 3 indicates that the
percentage of moderately educated working-age adults who were
in first marriages fell 28 percentage points, from 73 percent in the
1970s to 45 percent in the 2000s. This compares to a 17-point drop
among highly educated adults and a 28-point drop among the leasteducated adults over this same time period. What is particularly
striking about Figure 3 is that moderately and highly educated
Americans were both just as likely to be married in the 1970s;
now, when it comes to their odds of being in an intact marriage,
Middle Americans are more likely to resemble the least educated.
It is also noteworthy that only a minority of least and moderately
educated Americans aged 25–60 are in intact marriages, compared
to 56 percent of their highly educated peers.
a du lt s i n f i r s t m a r r i ag e s .
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Percentage of Women 25–44 Years Old Who Have Ever
Cohabited, by Education and Year

Figure 4.
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SOURCE: National Surveys of Family Growth, 1988 and 2006–08.

Moderately educated Americans are increasingly
likely to choose living together instead of marriage (see Figure 4).
From 1988 to the late 2000s, the percentage of women aged 25–44
who had ever cohabited rose 29 percentage points for moderately
educated Americans—slightly higher than the 24-point increase
for the least educated. Over the same period, cohabitation grew
15 percentage points among the highly educated. When it comes
to cohabitation, then, Middle America again looks more like
downscale than upscale America.
coh a bitat ion.
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Child Trends
Percentage of Births to Never-married* Women 15–44 Years
Old, by Education and Year

Figure 5.
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* Figures for 2006–08 include all nonmarital births, including the small number of women who were
divorced or widowed at their child's birth.

Moderately educated mothers are moving in the direction of the least-educated mothers
with respect to unwed births (see Figure 5). In the early 1980s, 13
percent of children born to moderately educated mothers were
born outside of marriage, and 33 percent of children born to leasteducated women were born outside of marriage. Only 2 percent
of children born to highly educated mothers were born outside
of marriage. By the late 2000s, nonmarital childbirths accounted
non m a r ita l chil dbe a r i ng.
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for 44 percent of children born to moderately educated mothers,
54 percent of children born to the least-educated mothers, and 6
percent of children born to highly educated mothers. Over this
time period, then, the nonmarital childbearing gap grew between
Middle and upscale America and shrunk between Middle and
downscale America.
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Percentage of 14-year-old Girls Living with Mother and
Father, by Mother’s Education and Year

Figure 6.
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Increases in divorce and
nonmarital childbearing in poor and middle-class communities
across America mean that more and more children in these communities are not living in homes with their own two biological or
adoptive parents, especially in comparison to children from more
affluent and educated homes. Figure 6 indicates that children in the
2000s who have highly educated mothers are just as likely to live
fa m i ly c on t e x t s of c h i l dr e n.
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with their own two parents as they would have been two decades
earlier. Specifically, 81 percent of these 14-year-old girls in the NSFG
report were living with both parents in the 2000s, compared to
80 percent in the 1970s. By contrast, the percentage of 14-year-old
girls living with both parents fell 16 percentage points for girls with
moderately educated mothers and 13 percentage points for girls
with least-educated mothers. This means that the family-structure
gap grew markedly between upscale and Middle America, and it
shrunk between Middle and downscale America.
Across all these key measures, we see a clear retreat from marriage among moderately educated Americans. The speed of change
over just a few decades is astonishing. In the 1970s, the moderately
educated were just as likely as the highly educated to be happily
married and to be in a first marriage. Now, they are more likely to
resemble the least educated in their diminished chances of marital
success. Indeed, for every one of the adult and child indicators
measured in this report, the marriage gap has grown between
Middle and upscale America even as it has shrunk or remained
constant between Middle and downscale America.
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A Change of Heart in Middle America
Like the vast majority of Americans, the moderately educated
middle class aspires to the contemporary ideal of an emotionally
satisfying and long-lasting marriage. More than 75 percent of Americans believe that “being married” is an important value, with little
variation by class (see Figure 7). So Middle Americans are no less
likely than upscale Americans to value marriage in the abstract.
Percentage of 25–60-year-olds Reporting Marriage as “Very
Important” or as “One of the Most Important Things” to Them, by Education

Figure 7.
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But increasingly those in the middle strata of our society, like
those at the bottom, find that their life experience is at odds with
their aspirations. In their attitudes as well as in their behavior,
Middle Americans are shifting toward a culture that still honors
the ideal of marriage but increasingly accepts departures from
that ideal. They have also not been well served by the rise of the
“soul mate” model of marriage (more on this below), which is less
accessible to them—for both cultural and material reasons—than
is the older “institutional” model of marriage.
Marriage-related Beliefs and Behaviors

Three cultural developments have played a particularly noteworthy role in eroding the standing of marriage in Middle America.
First, the attitudes of the moderately educated have traditionally
been more socially conservative on a cluster of marriage-related
matters, but they now appear to be turning more socially permissive, even as highly educated Americans have become more likely
to embrace a marriage-minded mindset.
Figures 8 and 9 show that the two less-educated groups of
Americans have become more accepting of divorce and premarital
sex, even as highly educated Americans have moved in a more
marriage-minded direction, despite the fact that historically, they
have been more socially liberal.8 For instance, from the 1970s to
the 2000s, the percentage of American adults expressing the view
that divorce should become more difficult fell from 53 to 40 percent
among the least educated, stayed constant at 50 percent among
8. See Steven P. Martin and Sangeeta Parashar, “Women’s Changing Attitudes
Toward Divorce, 1974–2002: Evidence for an Educational Crossover,” Journal
of Marriage and Family 68 (2006): 29–40.
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the moderately educated, and rose from 36 to 48 percent among
the highly educated (see Figure 8).
Percentage of 25–60-year-olds Believing Divorce Should be
More Diff icult to Obtain, by Education and Decade

Figure 8.
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SOURCE: General Social Surveys, 1974–78 and 2000–08.

This broader normative shift extends beyond attitudes toward
divorce and premarital sex in the abstract, and right into the home.
Figure 10 indicates that teenagers from homes with a highly educated mother are markedly more likely to indicate that they would
be embarrassed by a teenage pregnancy than are their peers from
less-educated homes. Specifically, 76 percent of adolescents with
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Percentage of 25–60-year-olds Believing Premarital Sex is
Always Wrong, by Education and Decade

Figure 9.
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highly educated mothers indicate that they would be embarrassed,
compared to 61 percent of adolescents with moderately educated
mothers and 48 percent of adolescents with mothers who did not
graduate from high school. Clearly, the closer the behavior in question is to their own lives and families, the more highly educated
Americans embrace a marriage-minded mindset.
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Percentage of Adolescents Who Would be Embarrassed if They
Got (or Got Someone) Pregnant, by Mother’s Education

Figure 10.
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What is particularly striking here is that the American educational elite is now turning, at least in some ways, toward a new
marriage-centered mindset. They are on the verge of outpacing
Middle America, which has long been the putative source of
traditional family values, in their rejection of easy divorce and
nonmarital childbearing.
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Percentage of 25–44-year-old Women Who Have Had Three or
More Lifetime Sex Partners, by Education and Year

Figure 11.
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The second cultural development that has helped to erode
Middle-American marriage is that these Americans are more likely
to be caught up in behaviors—from multiple sexual partners to
marital infidelity—that endanger their prospects for marital success. Figure 11 indicates that moderately educated Americans have
been accumulating more sexual partners than highly educated
Americans, especially in recent years. And Figure 12 indicates
that marital infidelity is more common among the moderately
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Percentage of Ever-Married 25–60-year-olds Who Had Sex with
Someone Other Than Their Spouse While Married, by Education and Decade

Figure 12.
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educated than among their highly educated neighbors. These
behavioral trends are especially important because both undercut
the stability of marriage, and the former is related to an increased
risk of nonmarital childbearing.9
9 . See Daniel T. Lichter and Zhenchao Qian, “Serial Cohabitation and the Marital
Life Course,” Journal of Marriage and Family 70 (2008): 861–878; Suzanne Ryan,
Kerry Franzetta, Jennifer S. Manlove, and Erin Schelar, “Older Sexual Partners
During Adolescence: Links to Reproductive Health Outcomes in Young Adulthood,” Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health 40 (2008): 17–26.

33

Bourgeois Values and Virtues

The third cultural development that has played a role in eroding
the standing of marriage is that moderately educated Americans
are markedly less likely than are highly educated Americans to
embrace the bourgeois values and virtues—for instance, delayed
gratification, a focus on education, and temperance—that are the
sine qua nons of personal and marital success in the contemporary
United States. By contrast, highly educated Americans (and their
children) adhere devoutly to a “success sequence” norm that puts
education, work, marriage, and childbearing in sequence, one after
another, in ways that maximize their odds of making good on the
American Dream and obtaining a successful family life.10 Their
commitment to the success sequence also increases the odds that
they abide by bourgeois virtues like delayed gratification.

10 . See Barbara Dafoe Whitehead and Marline Pearson, Making a Love Connection:
Teen Relationships, Pregnancy, and Marriage (Washington: National Campaign
to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy, 2006).

34

Percentage of Adolescents Wanting to Attend College “Very
Much,” by Mother’s Education

Figure 13.
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When it comes to education, as Figure 13 shows, marked class
differences exist in adolescent desires regarding college. Among
children of highly educated mothers, 83 percent of teens “very
much” want to attend college. But only 69 percent of teens with
moderately educated mothers and 56 percent of teens with leasteducated mothers expressed a similar preference. These differences
are emblematic of different orientations by class not only toward
education but also toward the virtues of self-control and hard work
that make a college degree possible.
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Percentage of Adolescents Agreeing That Having Birth
Control on Hand Takes Too Much Planning, by Mother’s Education

Figure 14.
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Indeed, the least educated and the moderately educated, especially men in these communities, are more likely to struggle with
a live-for-the-moment ethos marked by higher levels of substance
abuse, long periods of idleness, and less consistent use of contraception. For instance, Figure 14 shows that adolescents from these
less-educated homes are markedly more likely than adolescents from
highly educated homes to report that it “takes too much planning
ahead of time to have birth control on hand.” Not surprisingly,
there are also marked differences in consistent contraceptive use by
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Percentage of Never-Married Young Adults Using Birth
Control “All the Time” With Current or Last Sexual Partner, by Education

Figure 15.
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class among unmarried adults. Figure 15 indicates that unmarried
young adults in the United States are much more likely to have
consistently used contraception with their most recent romantic
partner if they are highly educated.
Middle Americans’ growing distance from a bourgeois ethos
that stresses self-control in service of the success sequence makes
it more difficult for them to avoid a nonmarital childbirth, to get
married, and to steer clear of divorce court.
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The Increasingly Elusive Soul Mate Model

The impact of these cultural forces on marriage in Middle
America has been augmented and abetted by the rise in recent
years of a new model of what marriage should be. Over the last
four decades, many Americans have moved away from identifying with an “institutional” model of marriage, which seeks to
integrate sex, parenthood, economic cooperation, and emotional
intimacy in a permanent union. This model has been overwritten by the “soul mate” model, which sees marriage as primarily a
couple-centered vehicle for personal growth, emotional intimacy,
and shared consumption that depends for its survival on the happiness of both spouses.11 Thus where marriage used to serve as the
gateway to responsible adulthood, it has come to be increasingly
seen as a capstone of sorts that signals couples have arrived, both
financially and emotionally—or are on the cusp of arriving.12
Although this newer model of marriage—and the new norms
associated with it—has affected all Americans, it poses unique
challenges to poor and Middle American adults. One problem with
this newer model—which sets a high financial and emotional bar
for marriage—is that many poor and Middle American couples
now believe that they do not have the requisite emotional and
economic resources to get or stay married. By contrast, poor and
11. See Barbara Dafoe Whitehead and David Popenoe, “Who Wants to Marry
a Soul Mate?” The State of Our Unions 2001 (New Brunswick, NJ: National
Marriage Project, 2001): 6–16.
12 . See Andrew J. Cherlin, The Marriage-Go-Round: The State of Marriage and the
Family in America Today (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2009).
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Middle Americans of a generation or two ago would have identified with the institutional model of marriage and been markedly
more likely to get and stay married, even if they did not have much
money or a consistently good relationship. They made do.13
But their children and grandchildren are much less likely to
accept less-than-ideal relationships. And because infidelity, substance abuse, and unplanned pregnancies are more common in
Middle America than they are in upscale America, Middle Americans are less likely than their better-educated peers to experience
high-quality soul-mate relationships and are, hence, less likely to
get and stay married. Their standards for marriage have increased,
but their ability to achieve those standards has not.
A related problem with this newer model is that it disconnects
the normative links among sex, parenthood, and marriage. Sex
doesn’t necessarily suggest marriage or parenthood. Likewise,
marriage doesn’t always mean parenthood, and vice versa. This
more laissez-faire approach to sex and parenthood generally works
well enough for highly educated Americans, who tend to focus
first on education and work, then marriage, and then children,
and who see early parenthood as an obstacle to their bourgeois
success sequence.
But it does not work out so well for less-educated Americans,
who greatly value children, do not have bright educational and
professional prospects, and also do not believe their romantic
relationships or marriages meet society’s new bar for a capstone
13. See Lillian B. Rubin, Worlds of Pain: Life in the Working-Class Family (New
York: Basic Books, 1976, 1992).
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marriage. Indeed, their love of children and the disconnect between
their soul-mate ideals and their real-word experiences leave lesseducated Americans much more likely to have children outside of
marriage, to cohabit, or to divorce when their relationship or their
financial situation fails to measure up to expectations.
Percentage of 25–44-year-olds Agreeing That Marriage Has
Not Worked Out for Most People They Know, by Education

Figure 16.
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As sociologists Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas point out,
poor Americans “have embraced a set of surprisingly mainstream
norms about marriage and the circumstances in which it should
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occur.” The problem is that they are “far less likely to reach their
‘white picket fence dream’ ” than are their highly educated peers.14
And as Figure 16 indicates, the loss of faith in marriage that Edin
and Kefalas document among the least-educated Americans is
now common among moderately educated Americans, who are
also now more likely to feel they cannot fit their “white picket
fence” dreams of a soul-mate marriage and a decent middle-class
lifestyle together with their much starker realities.
Specifically, 53 percent of Americans aged 25–44 who are the
least educated report that “marriage has not worked out for most
people [they] know.” Moreover, almost as many moderately educated
young adults (43 percent) express a similar view. By contrast, only
17 percent of young adults who are highly educated now take this
view. All in all, then, a large minority of Middle Americans seem
to be losing touch with marriage-related beliefs and behaviors, as
well as the bourgeois values and virtues that sustain marriage in
contemporary America.15
14 . Edin and Kefalas, Promises: 201–202.
15. For more details on the relationships among culture, family change, divorce,
and nonmarital childbearing, see Tables A1 through A3 (www.stateofourunions.
org/2010/appendix.php). These tables indicate that attitudes toward divorce,
premarital sex, pregnancy, and marriage, as well as a history of cohabitation,
multiple sexual partnerships, substance abuse, and early marriage, are related
to changes over time in adults’ marital status and to current rates of nonmarital childbearing and divorce. These attitudes and histories also account
for a noteworthy share of the marriage gap in these outcomes between highly
educated and moderately educated Americans.
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The Retreat from Institutions
The retreat from marriage in Middle America is not only a
consequence of the changing cultural contours of American life.
Shifts in the economy and civil society also appear to have played
an important role—especially the growing disengagement of
moderately educated Americans from the institutions of work
and religion.
The Falling Economic Fortunes of Middle America

In today’s information economy, the manual skills of moderately
educated Americans are now markedly less valued than the intellectual and social skills of the highly educated. As a consequence,
moderately educated workers, especially males, have seen the real
value of their wages fall and their spells of unemployment increase
with alarming frequency since the 1970s. In the words of sociologist
Andrew Cherlin, “The middle may be dropping out of the American
labor market.”16 By contrast, highly educated Americans, including
men, have seen their real wages increase since the 1970s and have
not experienced marked increases in unemployment (except during
the Great Recession, but over the last two years, unemployment
has been much worse for moderately educated men).17
16 . Cherlin, “Between Poor and Prosperous”: 12.
17 . See Lawrence Mishel, Jared Bernstein, and Heidi Shierholz, The State of Working America 2008/2009 (Ithaca, NY: ILR Press, 2009).
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Figure 17. Percentage of 25–60-year-old Men Unemployed at Some Point
Over the Last 10 Years, by Education and Decade
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Figure 17 shows that the percentage of American men (aged
25–60) with a high-school degree who experienced unemployment
in the last 10 years rose nine percentage points from the 1970s to
the 2000s. By contrast, unemployment did not rise for men with
a college degree. Clearly, moderately educated men have become
more likely than their highly educated peers to struggle with spells
of unemployment.
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This is important, because as sociologist William Julius Wilson
points out, men who are not stably employed at jobs with decent
wages are viewed—both in their own eyes and in the eyes of their
partners—as less eligible marriage material and as inferior husbands.18 Men who are disconnected from the institution of work
are also less likely to enjoy the salutary disciplines and benefits
of employment, such as living by a schedule, steering clear of
substance abuse, personal satisfaction with work well done, and
social status. They are thus less likely to get and stay married than
are their peers who have good jobs.19
Besides the changing economic fortunes of men, growing economic inequality in general between Middle and upscale America
is also likely to have fueled the increased marriage gap between
these two groups. Over the last 40 years, upper-income families
have been accruing more income and assets, relative to Americans
in middle- and lower-income families. In other words, not only
18. See William Julius Wilson, When Work Disappears: The World of the New Urban
Poor (New York: Vintage Books, 1997).
19 . See Valerie Kincade Oppenheimer, “The Continuing Importance of Men’s
Economic Position in Marriage Formation,” in Linda J. Waite (ed.), The Ties
that Bind: Perspectives on Marriage and Cohabitation (Hawthorne, NY: Aldine
de Gruyter, 2000): 283–301; Liana C. Sayer, Paula England, Paul Allison, and
Nicole Kangas, “She Left, He Left: How Employment and Satisfaction Affect Men’s and Women’s Decisions to Leave Marriages,” American Journal of
Sociology (2011), forthcoming.
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is the gap between the rich and poor growing, but so also is the
gap between the rich and the middle.20
When it comes to marriage-related behaviors, this growing
wealth gap is important both for children and adults. Children
who grow up in more affluent homes have access to more educational opportunities (such as tutoring and private schools), more
prestigious social networks (including their parents’ professional
connections), and more money for college—so they are less likely
Figure 18.

Median Household Income, by Mother’s Education
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20. See Carmen DeNavas-Walt, Bernadette D. Proctor, and Jessica C. Smith,
Income, Poverty, and Health Insurance Coverage in the United States: 2009
(Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau, 2010): 9. Available online at
w w w.census.gov/prod/2010pubs/p60-238.pdf.
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to accumulate educational loans. All of these advantages increase
the likelihood that they will find good jobs and accumulate
substantial assets as adults—both of which increase their odds
of avoiding a nonmarital pregnancy, of getting married, and of
staying married.
Figure 18 is indicative of how stratified family income was for
American teenagers in the mid-1990s. Specifically, the median
family income for teenagers whose mothers were highly educated
was $60,000 in 1994–1995. By contrast, the median family income for teenagers whose mothers were moderately educated was
$38,000, and for teenagers whose mothers did not graduate from
high school, it was $20,000.
Thus the shifting economic foundations of American economic
life—especially the fraying connections of moderately educated
Americans to the world of work—have played an important role
in marginalizing marriage in Middle America.21
21. For more details on the relationships among economics, family change, divorce,
and nonmarital childbearing, see Tables A1 through A3 (www.stateofourunions.
org/2010/appendix.php). These tables indicate that unemployment, income,
and assets are related to changes over time in adults’ marital status and to
current rates of nonmarital childbearing and divorce. They also account for
a noteworthy share of the marriage gap in these outcomes between collegeeducated and moderately educated Americans.

46

Bowling Alone in Middle America

Civil society has long played a central role in the American
experiment in democracy, helping—among other things—to
sustain strong families. Civic institutions, particularly houses
of worship, have traditionally reinforced the generic and familyspecific moral norms that guide family life. They supply families
with financial, social, and emotional aid in times of need, and
they connect families to other families who can provide counsel
and inspiration in handling the tragedies, difficulties, and joys
of family life. They also foster social skills—from public speaking to organizing events—that redound to the benefit of spouses
and parents. In all these ways, civic institutions have played an
important role in strengthening the quality and stability of marriage and family life.22

22 . See Paul R. Amato et al., Alone Together: How Marriage in America is Changing
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007); Robert D. Putnam, Bowling Alone:
The Collapse and Revival of American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster,
2000); W. Bradford Wilcox, Soft Patriarchs, New Men: How Christianity Shapes
Fathers and Husbands (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004).
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Percentage of 25–60-year-olds Who Were Members of a Nonreligious Civic Group, by Education and Decade

Figure 19.
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Yet no scholarship has considered the possibility that one
source of the growing marriage gap in America may be the
growing disengagement of Middle Americans from civil society
over the last 40 years.23 Specifically, Figure 19 shows that among
American adults aged 25–60, the percentage who were members
23. See Robert Wuthnow, “The United States: Bridging the Privileged and the
Marginalized?” in Robert D. Putnam (ed.), Democracies in Flux: The Evolution of Social Capital in Contemporary Society (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2002): 59–102.
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Percentage of 25–60-year-olds Who Were Attending Church
Nearly Every Week or More, by Education and Decade

Figure 20.
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of nonreligious civic organizations—such as athletic clubs, the
Jaycees, labor unions, and veterans’ organizations—fell most among
least-educated Americans (29 percentage points) and moderately
educated Americans (19 points). The drop was less for the highly
educated (nine points). Thus a growing gap in civic engagement
exists between less-educated and more-educated Americans.
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A similar pattern can be found in religious attendance. Figure 20 shows that the religious-attendance gap has grown most
between the moderately and the highly educated (from two to six
percentage points) and has shrunk between the moderately and the
least educated (from eight to five percentage points). Moderately
educated Americans also registered the biggest declines in religious
attendance from the 1970s to the present. Over the last 40 years,
then, Middle America has lost its religious edge over their more
highly educated fellow citizens.
So in a striking turn of events, highly educated America is
now both more marriage-minded and religious than is moderately
educated America—in some important ways. Accordingly, Middle
Americans are now markedly less likely than they used to be to
benefit from the social solidarity, the religious and normative
messages about marriage and family life, and the social control
associated with regular churchgoing, especially in comparison
with their neighbors who graduated from college.
Recent declines in American civic life have hit Middle America
especially hard, and bear some responsibility for the marriage gap
between the moderately and the highly educated. The eroded
power and presence of churches, unions, veterans’ organizations,
and athletic groups in the lives of Middle Americans has likely
undercut many of the habits of the heart that would otherwise
sustain strong marriages and families. Nevertheless, at least with
the indicators available in current datasets, the findings from this
report indicate that the deteriorating fortunes of civil society have
generally contributed less to the retreat from marriage in Middle
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America than have the cultural and economic changes of the last
four decades.24

When Marriage Disappears
in Middle America
Marriage is a middle-class institution that provides stability
and security for family life against the hustle of the market and
the bustle of a dynamic society. Indeed, as Tocqueville famously
observed, Americans have traditionally embraced marriage more
fervently than have Europeans because we need it as a bulwark
against the individualism and entrepreneurialism that pervades
our society and economy.25
It is one of the great social tragedies of our time that marriage is
flourishing among the most advantaged and self-actualized groups
in our society and waning among those who could most benefit
from its economic and child-rearing partnership.
24. For more details on the relationships among civic engagement, family change,
divorce, and nonmarital childbearing, see Tables A1 through A3 (www.stateofourunions.org/2010/appendix.php). Because of data limitations, we focused
on religious attendance and affiliation in our analysis of civic engagement and
marriage-related outcomes. These tables indicate that religious attendance and
religious affiliation are related to changes over time in adults’ marital status
and to current rates of nonmarital childbearing and divorce. They also account
for a noteworthy share of the marriage gap in these outcomes between highly
educated and moderately educated Americans. Nevertheless, the cultural and
economic variables in this report’s statistical analyses are more powerfully
related to these outcomes than are the report’s religious variables.
25. See Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America (New York: Anchor Press/
Doubleday, 1969): 622.
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If marriage becomes unachievable for all but the highly educated, then the American experiment itself will be at risk. The
disappearance of marriage in Middle America would endanger the
American Dream, the emotional and social welfare of children,
and the stability of the social fabric in thousands of communities across the country. We know, for instance, that children who
grow up in intact, married families are significantly more likely
to graduate from high school, finish college, become gainfully
employed, and enjoy a stable family life themselves, compared to
their peers who grow up in nonintact families.26
Given the current trends, it is not too far-fetched to imagine
that the United States could be heading toward a 21st century version of a traditional Latin American model of family life, where
only a comparatively small oligarchy enjoys a stable married and
family life—and the economic and social fruits that flow from
strong marriages. In this model, the middle and lower-middle
classes would find it difficult to achieve the same goals for their
families and would be bedeviled by family discord and economic
insecurity.27
This is why the nation must now turn its attention to reviewing
and renewing the economic, cultural, and civic conditions that
26. See Ron Haskins and Isabel Sawhill, Creating an Opportunity Society (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2009); Nicholas H. Wolfinger, Understanding the Divorce Cycle: The Children of Divorce in Their Own Marriages
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005).
27. See, for instance, Teresa Castro Martin, “Consensual Unions in Latin America:
Persistence of a Dual Nuptial Regime.” Journal of Comparative Family Studies
33 (2002): 35–55.
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sustain strong marriages and families for moderately educated
Americans, who still constitute the majority of citizens and have
long been a bastion of conventional family life in the nation.
We cannot (and should not) simply turn the clock back, trying
to recreate the social and cultural conditions of some bygone era.
But if we seek to renew the fortunes of marriage in Middle America
and to close the marriage gap between the moderately and the
highly educated, we must pursue public policies that strengthen the
employment opportunities of the high-school educated, cultural
reforms that seek to reconnect marriage and parenthood for all
Americans, and efforts to strengthen religious and civic institutions
that lend our lives meaning, direction, and a measure of regard
for our neighbors—not to mention our spouses.
The alternative to taking economic, cultural, and civic steps
like these is to accept that the United States is devolving into
a separate-and-unequal family regime, where the highly educated and the affluent enjoy strong and stable households and
everyone else is consigned to increasingly unstable, unhappy, and
unworkable ones.
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Race, Class, and Marriage

Forty-five years ago, Daniel Patrick Moynihan drew
the nation’s attention to the growing racial divide in American family life with the release of his report, “The Negro
Family: The Case for National Action.”28 Moynihan later
noted that his report had just captured the first tremors
of “the earthquake that shuddered through the American
family” over the course of the last half century.29
Moynihan was right. This can be seen in Figure S1,
which tracks trends in the percentage of working-age
adults (25–60) who are in intact marriages, by race and
educational attainment. While it is true that the nation’s
retreat from marriage started first among African Americans, it is also evident that the retreat from marriage has
now clearly moved into the precincts of black and white
Middle America. Specifically, in both the 1970s and the
2000s, blacks in all educational groupings were less likely
to be in intact marriage than were their white peers. For
both groups, marriage trends were not clearly and consis28. Office of Policy Planning and Research, United States Department
of Labor (March 1965). Available online at www.dol.gov/oasam/
programs/history/webid-meynihan.htm.
29. Maureen Dowd, “Moynihan Opens Major Drive to Replace Welfare
Program,” New York Times, January 24, 1987. Available online at
www.nytimes.com/1987/01/24/us/moynihan-opens-major-drive-toreplace-welfare-program.html.
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Percent in Intact First Marriage, 25–60-year-olds, by Race,
Education, and Decade
Figure S1.
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tently stratified by education in the 1970s. However, by
the 2000s, they are clearly stratified, such that the mosteducated whites and blacks are also the most likely to be in
intact marriages, and the least-educated whites and blacks
are also the least likely to be in intact marriages.
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Percent of Births to Never-married* Women 15–44 Years Old,
by Race, Education, and Year
Figure S2.
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When it comes to children, Figure S2 indicates that
trends in nonmarital childbearing have been stratified by
race and education since the 1970s. But for both whites and
blacks, the biggest percentage-point increases in nonmarital
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Percent of 14-year-old Girls Living with Mother and Father,
by Race, Mother’s Education, and Year
Figure S3.
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childbearing have come among moderately educated women.
And for both racial groups, the nonmarital-childbearing
gap shrunk between the two less-educated groups and
grew between the two more-educated groups. It is also
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interesting to note that nonmarital childbearing did not
increase at all for white, highly educated women from 1982
to the late 2000s.
Much the same pattern can be found when we look at
racial trends in family structure for children in Figure S3.
For both black and white children, the family-structure gap
grows dramatically between 14-year-old girls with moderately
educated mothers and those with highly educated mothers.
But this gap does not grow between girls with least-educated
and moderately educated mothers. Furthermore, for both
racial groups, 14-year-old girls whose mothers are highly
educated are more likely to live with both of their parents
in the 2000s compared to the 1970s.
Thus Figures S1 through S3 show that the marriage
gap between moderately educated and highly educated
Americans is growing for both blacks and whites. In other
words, the nation’s deepening marital divide now runs not
only along racial lines but also class lines.
Methodological Note

This report relies on three large, nationally representative datasets of adults and young adults: The General Social
Survey (GSS) (1972-2008; n=52,849), the National Survey
of Family Growth (NSFG) (1973–2008; n=71,740), and the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add
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Health) (1994–2008; n=15,701).30 The descriptive information
presented in Figures 1 through 20 and Figures S1 through
S3 is based on the maximum number of cases available for
education and the outcome measured in each figure from
the appropriate years of the relevant dataset.
In an effort to determine how much cultural, economic,
and civic factors have contributed to the growing marriage
gap between high school–educated (here called “moderately educated”) and college-educated (here called “highly
educated”) adult Americans, we ran a series of logistic
regression models to determine how education was associated with (a) the growing gap between these two groups in
their odds of being in intact marriages, from 1972 to 2008
(using GSS data), (b) the contemporary gap between these
two groups in nonmarital childbearing (using Add Health
30. This research uses data from Add Health, a program project directed
by Kathleen Mullan Harris and designed by J. Richard Udry, Peter
S. Bearman, and Kathleen Mullan Harris at the University of North
Carolina at Chapel Hill, and funded by grant P01-HD31921 from
the Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development, with cooperative funding from 23 other federal
agencies and foundations. Special acknowledgment is due Ronald
R. Rindfuss and Barbara Entwisle for assistance in the original
design. Information on how to obtain the Add Health data files is
available on the Add Health website (http://www.cpc.unc.edu/addhealth). No direct support was received from grant P01-HD31921
for this analysis.
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data), and (c) the contemporary gap between these two
groups in rates of divorce (using NSFG data). Tables A1
through A3 report the results of those regressions (available online at www.stateofourunions.org/2010/appendix.
php). In Model 1 in each of these tables, we control for a
number of variables—age, region, race, gender, and family structure during childhood—that might otherwise
confound the association between education and these
three marriage-related outcomes.
In Model 2, using each of these datasets, we add a number of cultural variables to the logistic regression model in
an effort to determine how much cultural factors account
for educational differences in the marriage gap. In Model
3, we add a number of economic variables to the logistic
regression model in an effort to determine how much
economic factors account for educational differences in
the marriage gap. In Model 4, we add religious variables
to the logistic regression model in an effort to determine
how much civic factors account for educational differences
in the marriage gap. Finally, in Model 5, we include all
of our variables in an effort to determine which cultural,
economic, and civic factors are robustly associated with
the outcome at hand.
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Marriage
Number of Marriages per 1,000 Unmarried Women Age 15
and Older, by Year, United StatesA

Figure 1.

76.5

80
72

73.5

66.9
61.4

64

56.2

56

54.5

50.8
46.5

NUMBER PER 1,000

48

37.4

40
36

32
24
16
8
0

a

1960 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2009
We have used the number of new marriages per 1,000 unmarried women age
15 and older, rather than the crude marriage rate of marriages per 1,000 people
to help avoid the problem of compositional changes in the population, that
is, changes which stem merely from there being more or fewer people in the
marriageable ages. Even this more refined measure is somewhat susceptible
to compositional changes.
source: U.S. Census Bureau: Statistical Abstract of the United States for 2001
(Table 117) and for 1986 (Table 124). Available online from www.census.gov/
prod/www/abs/statab.html; Current Population Reports: “America’s Families
and Living Arrangements” for 2009 (Table A1). Available online from www.
census.gov/prod/www/abs/p20.html; Current Population Surveys (CPS)
March 2007 supplement. Available online from www.census.gov/cps/. (The
CPS March 2007 Supplement is based on a sample of the U.S. population,
rather than an actual count, such as is available from the decennial census.
See sampling and weighting notes at www.bls.census.gov:80/cps/ads/2002/
ssampwgt.htm.) Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: “Births,
Marriages, Divorces, and Deaths: Provisional Data” for 2007 (in National
Vital Statistics Report 56) (Table 2) and for 2009 (NVS Report 58) (Table A).
Available online from www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/nvsr.htm.
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Percentage of All Persons Age 15 and Older Who Were Married,
by Sex and Race, United StatesA

Figure 2.
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source: U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports, : “America’s
Families and Living Arrangements” for 2009 (Table A1). Available online
from www.census.gov/prod/www/abs/p20.html.
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Percentage of Persons Age 35–44 Who Were Married, by Sex,
United States

Figure 3.
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source: U.S. Census Bureau: Statistical Abstract of the United States for 1961
(Table 27), 1971 (Table 38), 1981 (Table 49), and 2001 (Table 51). Available
online from www.census.gov/prod/www/abs/statab.html; General Population
Characteristics for 1990 (Table 34). Available online from www.census.gov/
prod/cen1990/cp1/cp-1.html; Current Population Reports: “America’s Families
and Living Arrangements” for 2009 (Table A1). Available online from www.
census.gov/prod/www/abs/p20.html; Current Population Surveys (used for
2008 data). Available online from www.census.gov/cps/; (Current Population
Surveys are based on a sample of the U.S. population, rather than an actual
count, such as those available from the decennial census. See sampling and
weighting notes at www.bls.census.gov:80/cps/ads/2002/ssampwgt.htm).
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Percentage of Married Persons Age 18 and Older Who Said
Their Marriages Were “Very Happy,” by Time Period A, United States

Figure 4.
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Research Center of the University of Chicago.
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Marriage trends in recent decades indicate that
Americans have become less likely to marry, and the most recent
data show that the marriage rate in the United States continues
to decline. Of those who do marry, there has been a moderate
drop since the 1970s in the percentage of couples who consider
their marriages to be “very happy,” but in the past decade, this
trend has flattened out.
Americans have become less likely to marry. This is reflected
in a decline of more than 50 percent from 1970 to 2009 in the
annual number of marriages per 1,000 unmarried adult women
(Figure 1). Much of this decline—it is not clear just how much—
results from the delaying of first marriages until older ages; the
median age at first marriage climbed from 20 for females and 23
for males in 1960 to about 26 and 28 respectively in 2009. Other
factors accounting for the decline in marriage frequency are the
increase in unmarried cohabitation and a small decrease in the
tendency of divorced persons to remarry.
The percentage of adults in the population who are currently
married has also diminished. Since 1960, the number of people
married (among all persons age 15 and older) has declined about
15 percentage points—and approximately 30 points among black
females (Figure 2). (For these data, divorced persons are considered
unmarried.)
The trend toward delayed first marriages only partially accounts
for this reduction in total marriages. When we looked at changes
in the percentage of persons age 35 through 44 who were married
(Figure 3), we found a drop of 22 percentage points for men and
20 points for women, since 1960.
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In every generation for which records exist—back to the
mid-1800s—more than 90 percent of women eventually marry.
In 1960, 94 percent of women had been married at least once by
age 45, and this was probably a historical high point.1 Relying on
data from 1990, and assuming a continuation of then current marriage rates, several demographers projected that only 88 percent of
women and 82 percent of men would marry.2 If and when these
figures are recalculated for the early 21st century, the percentages
will almost certainly be lower.
The trend toward fewer marriages among those age 35 to 44
suggests an increase in lifelong singlehood (though the actual
number cannot be known until current young and middle-aged
adults have completed the course of their lives). In times past and
still today, virtually all persons who were going to marry during
their lifetimes had married by age 45. But the decline in marriage
does not mean that people are giving up on living together with a
sexual partner. On the contrary, with the incidence of unmarried
cohabitation increasing rapidly, marriage is ceding ground to nonmarital unions. Most people now live together before they marry
for the first time. An even higher percentage of those divorced
who subsequently remarry live together first with their remarriage
partner. And a growing number of persons, both young and old,
are living together with no plans for eventual marriage.
There is a common belief that, although a smaller percentage
of Americans are now marrying than was the case a few decades
ago, those who marry have marriages of higher quality. It seems
reasonable that if divorce removes poor marriages from the pool of
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married couples, and if cohabiting couples’ “trial marriages” deter
some bad marriages from forming, then the remaining marriages
should be happier on average. The best available evidence on the
topic, however, does not support these assumptions. Since 1973,
the General Social Survey3 has periodically asked representative
samples of married Americans to rate their marriages as either “very
happy,” “pretty happy,” or “not too happy.” As Figure 4 indicates,
the percentage of both men and women reporting “very happy”
has declined moderately over the past 35 years.4 This trend has
essentially flattened out over the last decade.
1 See Andrew J. Cherlin, Marriage, Divorce, and Remarriage (Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1992): 10; Michael R. Haines, “Long-Term Marriage
Patterns in the United States from Colonial Times to the Present,” The History
of the Family 1 (1) (1996): 15–39.
2 See Robert Schoen and Nicola Standish, “The Retrenchment of Marriage: Results
from Marital Status Life Tables for the United States, 1995,” Population and
Development Review 27 (3) (2001): 553–63.
3 This is a nationally representative study of the English-speaking, noninstitutionalized population of the United States age 18 and over, conducted by the
National Opinion Research Center of the University of Chicago.
4 Using a different data set that compared marriages in 1980 with marriages in
1992, equated in terms of marital duration, Stacy J. Rogers and Paul Amato
found similarly that the 1992 marriages had less marital interaction, more marital
conflict, and more marital problems. See their “Is Marital Quality Declining?
The Evidence from Two Generations,” Social Forces 75 (1997): 1089–1100.
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Divorce
Number of Divorces per 1,000 Married Women Age 15 and Older,
by Year, United StatesA

Figure 5.
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We have used the number of divorces per 1,000 married women age 15 and
older, rather than the crude divorce rate per 1,000 people to help avoid the
problem of compositional changes in the population. Even this more refined
measure is somewhat susceptible to compositional changes. Calculations for
this table are by the National Marriage Project for the United States, less
California, Georgia, Hawaii, Indiana, Louisiana, and Minnesota.
source: U.S. Census Bureau: Statistical Abstract of the United States for
2001 (Table 117). Available online from www.census.gov/prod/www/abs/
statab.html; Current Population Survey for 2000 (Table 3). Available online
from www.census.gov/cps/; American Community Survey 1-Year Estimates for
2008. Available online from www.census.gov/acs/www/. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: “Births, Marriages, Divorces, and Deaths:
Provisional Data” for 2000 (in National Vital Statistics Report 49), for 2007
(in NVS Report 56) (Table 2), for 2008 (in NVS Report 57) (Table 2), and for
2009 (in NVS Report 58) (Table 2). Available online from www.cdc.gov/nchs/
products/nvsr.htm. Relevant data summarized online at www.cdc.gov/nchs/
nvss/marriage_divorce_tables.htm.
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Percentage of All Persons Age 15 and Older Who Were
Divorced, by Sex and Race, United StatesA

Figure 6.
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b ”Divorced” indicates family status at the time of survey. Divorced respondents who
later marry are then no longer considered divorced.
source: U.S. Census Bureau: Current Population Reports: “Marital Status and Living
Arrangements” for 2000 and “America’s Families and Living Arrangements” for 2009
(Table A1). And earlier similar reports. Available online from www.census.gov/prod/
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www/abs/p20.html.

k e y f i n di ng:

The American divorce rate today is nearly twice
that of 1960, but it has declined since hitting the highest point
in our history in the early 1980s. The average couple marrying
for the first time now has a lifetime probability of divorce or
separation somewhere between 40 and 50 percent.
The increase in divorce, reported in Figure 5, probably has
elicited more concern and discussion than any other family-related
trend in the United States. Although the long-term trend in divorce
has been upward since colonial times, the divorce rate remained
level for about two decades after World War II, during the period
of high fertility known as the baby boom. By the middle of the
1960s, however, the divorce rate was increasing, and it more than
doubled over the next 15 years to reach a historical high point in
the early 1980s.
Since then, the divorce rate has modestly declined. The decline
apparently represents a slight increase in marital stability.1 Two
probable reasons for this are an increase in the age at which people
marry for the first time, and the fact that marriage is increasingly
becoming the preserve of the well-educated—both situations are
associated with greater marital stability.2
Although a majority of divorced persons eventually remarry,
the growth of divorce has led to a steep increase in the percentage
of all adults who are currently divorced (Figure 6). This percentage,
which was only 1.8 percent for males and 2.6 percent for females
in 1960, quadrupled by the year 2000. There are more divorced
women than divorced men, primarily because the divorced men
are more likely to remarry, and to do so sooner.
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Overall, the chances remain very high—between 40 and 50
percent—that a first marriage started in recent years will end in
either divorce or separation before one partner dies.3 (But your
chances may be lower; see the accompanying box.) The likelihood
of divorce has varied considerably among different segments of the
American population, being higher for blacks than for whites, for
instance, and higher in the South and West than in other parts
of the country. But these variations have been diminishing. (The
trend toward a greater similarity of divorce rates between whites
and blacks, however, is largely attributable to the fact that fewer
blacks are marrying.)4
One new divorce trend this year’s report reveals is that the
educational divide in the United States is widening: less-educated
Americans are facing a much higher divorce rate than are their
college-educated fellow citizens. At the same time, little has changed
in other areas. Teenagers still have considerably higher divorce rates
than those who marry after age 21. And the nonreligious are still
much more likely to divorce than are the religiously committed.5
1 Joshua R. Goldstein, “The Leveling of Divorce in the United States,”
Demography 36 (1999), 409-414.
2 See Tim B. Heaton, “Factors Contributing to Increased Marital Stability in the
United States,” Journal of Family Issues 23 (2002): 392–409; W. Bradford Wilcox,
“The Evolution of Divorce,” National Affairs 1 (2009): 81–94.
3 See Robert Schoen and Nicola Standish, “The Retrenchment of Marriage: Results
from Marital Status Life Tables for the United States, 1995,” Population and
Development Review 27 (3) (2001): 553–63; R. Kelly Raley and Larry Bumpass,
“The Topography of the Divorce Plateau: Levels and Trends in Union Stability
in the United States after 1980,” Demographic Research 8 (8) (2003): 245–59.
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4 Jay D. Teachman, “Stability across Cohorts in Divorce Risk Factors,”
Demography 39 (2) (2002): 331–51.
5 Raley and Bumpass, “Topography of Divorce.”

YOUR CHA NCES OF DI VORCE
M AY BE MUCH LOW ER THA N YOU THINK
By now almost everyone has heard that the national divorce
rate is nearly 50 percent of all marriages. This is true for the married
population as a whole. But for many people, the actual chances
of divorce are far below 50/50.
The background characteristics of the people entering a marriage have major implications for their risk of divorce. Here are
some percentage point decreases in the risk of divorce or separation during the first ten years of marriage, according to various
personal and social factors:A

Factors
Making over $50,000 annually

Percent Decrease
in Risk of Divorce
-30%

(vs. under $25,000)
Having graduated college

-25%

(vs. not completed high school)
Having a baby seven months or more

-24%

after marriage (vs. before marriage)
Marrying over 25 years of age (vs. under 18)

-24%

Coming from an intact family of origin

-14%

(vs. divorced parents)
Religious affiliation (vs. none)

-14%
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So if you are a reasonably well-educated person with a good
income, your parents stayed together, you are religious at all, and
you marry after age 25 without having a baby first, your chances
of divorce are very low indeed.
Also realize that the “near 50 percent” divorce rate refers
to the percentage of marriages entered into during a particular
year that are projected to end in divorce or separation before one
spouse dies. Such projections necessarily assume that the divorce
and death rates occurring that year will continue indefinitely—
an indicator more useful for evaluating the recent past than for
predicting the future. In fact, the divorce rate has been dropping,
slowly, since reaching a peak around 1980, and the rate could be
lower (or higher) in the future than it is today.B
a See Matthew D. Bramlett and William D. Mosher, National Center
for Health Statistics, “Cohabitation, Marriage, Divorce and Remarriage in the United States,” Vital and Health Statistics 23 (22) (2002).
The risks are calculated for women only.
b See Rose M. Kreider and Jason M. Fields, U.S. Census Bureau, “Number, Timing and Duration of Marriages and Divorces, 2001,” Current
Population Reports P70-80 (2005). Available online from www.census.
gov/prod/www/abs/p20.html.
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Unmarried Cohabitation
Number of Cohabiting, Unmarried, Adult Couples of the
Opposite Sex by Year, United StatesA
Figure 7.
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Prior to 1996, the U.S. Census estimated the number of unmarried-couple
households based on two unmarried adults of the opposite sex living in the
same household. After 1996, respondents were able to identify themselves as
unmarried partners.
source: U.S. Census Bureau: Current Population Reports: “America’s Families
and Living Arrangements” for 2009 (Table UC3). And earlier similar reports.
Available online from www.census.gov/prod/www/abs/p20.html.
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The number of unmarried couples has increased
dramatically over the past five decades. Most younger Americans
now spend some time living together outside of marriage, and
nonmarital cohabitation precedes most new marriages.
Nonmarital cohabitation—the status of sexual partners who are
not married to each other but share a household—is particularly
common among the young. Between 1960 and 2009, as indicated
in Figure 7, the number of cohabiting couples in the United States
increased more than fifteenfold. About a quarter of unmarried
women age 25 to 39 are currently living with a partner, and an
additional quarter have lived with a partner at some time in the
past. More than 60 percent of first marriages are now preceded
by living together, compared to virtually none 50 years ago.1 For
many, cohabitation is a prelude to marriage. For others, it is simply
better than living alone. For a small but growing number, it is
considered an alternative to marriage.
Cohabitation is more common among those of lower educational
and income levels. Among women in the 25 to 44 age range, 75
percent of those who never completed high school have cohabited,
compared to 50 percent of college graduates. Cohabitation is also
more common among those who are less religious than their peers,
those who have been divorced, and those who have experienced
parental divorce, fatherlessness, or high levels of marital discord
during childhood. A growing percentage of cohabiting-couple
households, now over 40 percent, contain children.
The belief that living together before marriage is a useful
way “to find out whether you really get along,” and thus avoid a
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bad marriage and an eventual divorce, is now widespread among
young people. But the available data on the effects of cohabitation
fail to confirm this belief. In fact, a substantial body of evidence
indicates that those who live together before marriage are more
likely to break up after marriage.
This evidence is controversial, however, because it is difficult
to distinguish the selection effect from the experience of cohabitation
effect. The selection effect refers to the fact that people who cohabit
before marriage have different characteristics from those who do
not, and it may be these characteristics, and not the experience
of cohabitation, that leads to marital instability. The experience
effect would refer to the influence that the cohabitation itself has
on the success of a future marriage resulting from it. There is
some empirical support for both positions. Also, a recent study
based on a nationally representative sample of more than 1,000
married men and women concluded that premarital cohabitation,
when limited to the period after engagement, is not associated
with an elevated risk of marital problems. However, this study
also found that couples who cohabited prior to engagement were
more likely than others to have marital problems and less likely
to be happy in their marriages.2 What can be said for certain is
that no research from the United States has yet been found that
those who cohabit before marriage have stronger marriages than
those who do not.3
1. See Sheila Kennedy and Larry Bumpass, “Cohabitation and Children’s Living
Arrangements: New Estimates from the United States,” Demographic Research
19 (2008): 1663–92.
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2. See Galena K. Rhoades, Scott M. Stanley, and Howard J. Markman, “The
Pre-Engagement Cohabitation Effect: A Replication and Extension of Previous
Findings,” Journal of Family Psychology 23 (2009): 107–11.
3. For a full review of the research on cohabitation, see Pamela J. Smock, “Cohabitation in the United States,” Annual Review of Sociology 26 (2000); David
Popenoe and Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, Should We Live Together? What Young
Adults Need to Know About Cohabitation Before Marriage—A Comprehensive
Review of Recent Research, 2nd ed. (New Brunswick, NJ: The National Marriage Project, Rutgers University, 2002); Anne-Marie Ambert, “Cohabitation
and Marriage: How Are They Related?” (Ottawa, Ont.: The Vanier Institute of
the Family, 2005).

THE SUR PR ISING ECONOMIC
BENEFITS OF M AR R IAGE
When thinking of the many benefits of marriage, the economic
aspects are often overlooked. Yet these benefits are substantial, both
for individuals and for society as a whole. Marriage is a wealthgenerating institution; married couples create more economic assets
on average than do otherwise similar singles or cohabiting couples.
A 2002 study of older adults found that individuals who had been
continuously married throughout adulthood had significantly higher
levels of wealth than those who were not continuously married.
Compared to those continuously married, those who never marry
have a reduction in wealth of 75 percent, and those who divorced
and didn’t remarry have a reduction of 73 percent. A
One might think that the explanation for why marriage
generates economic assets is because those people who are more
likely to be wealth creators are also more likely to marry and stay
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married. This is certainly true, but it is only part of the story. The
institution of marriage itself provides a wealth-generation bonus.
It does this through providing economies of scale (two can live
more cheaply than one). And as it implies a long-term personal
contract, it encourages economic specialization: working as a
couple, individuals can develop those skills in which they excel,
leaving others to their partner.
Also, married couples save and invest more for the future, and
they can act as a small insurance pool against life uncertainties
such as illness and job loss.B Probably because of marital social
norms that encourage healthy, productive behavior, men tend to
become more economically productive after marriage. They earn
between 10 and 20 percent more than do single men with similar
education and job histories.C All of these benefits are independent
of the fact that married couples receive more work-related and
government-provided support, and also more help and support
from their extended families (two sets of in-laws) and friends.D
Beyond the economic advantages of marriage for the married
couples themselves, marriage has a tremendous economic impact
on society. After more than doubling between 1947 and 1977, the
growth of median family income has slowed in recent years. A
big reason is that married couples, who fare better economically
than their single counterparts, have been a rapidly decreasing
proportion of total families. In this same 20-year period, and in
large part because of changes in family structure, family income
inequality has increased significantly.E

79

Research has consistently shown that both divorce and nonmarital childbearing increase child poverty. In recent years, the
majority of children who grow up outside of married families
have experienced at least one year of dire poverty.F According to
one study, if family structure had not changed between 1960 and
1998, the black child poverty rate in 1998 would have been 28.4
percent rather than 45.6 percent, and the white child poverty rate
would have been 11.4 percent rather than 15.4 percent.G The rise
in child poverty, of course, generates significant public costs in
health and welfare programs.
Marriages that end in divorce also are very costly to the public.
One researcher determined that a single divorce costs state and
federal governments about $30,000, based on such things as the
higher use of food stamps and public housing as well as increased
bankruptcies and juvenile delinquency. The nation’s 1.4 million
divorces in 2002 are estimated to have cost taxpayers more than
$30 billion.H
a. See Janet Wilmoth and Gregor Koso, “Does Marital History Matter?
Marital Status and Wealth Outcomes Among Preretirement Adults,”
Journal of Marriage and the Family 64 (2002): 254–68.
b. See Thomas A. Hirschl, Joyce Altobelli, and Mark R. Rank, “Does
Marriage Increase the Odds of Affluence? Exploring the Life Course
Probabilities,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 65 (4) (2003): 927–38;
Joseph Lupton and James P. Smith, “Marriage, Assets and Savings,”
in Shoshana A. Grossbard-Schectman (ed.), Marriage and the Economy
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003): 129–52.
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c. See Hyunbae Chun and Injae Lee, “Why Do Married Men Earn More:
Productivity or Marriage Selection?” Economic Inquiry 39 (2001): 307–19;
S. Korenman and D. Neumark, “Does Marriage Really Make Men
More Productive?” Journal of Human Resources 26 (2) (1991): 282–307;
K. Daniel, “The Marriage Premium,” in M. Tomassi and K. Ierulli
(eds.), The New Economics of Human Behavior (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1995): 113–25.
d. See Lingxin Hao, “Family Structure, Private Transfers, and the Economic Well-Being of Families with Children,” Social Forces 75 (1996):
269–92.
e. See U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Reports P60–203,
“Measuring 50 Years of Economic Change Using the March Current
Population Survey.” Available online at www.census.gov/prod/www/
abs/p20.html; John Iceland, “Why Poverty Remains High: The Role
of Income Growth, Economic Inequality, and Changes in Family
Structure, 1949–1999,” Demography 40 (3) (2003): 499–519.
f. See Mark R. Rank and Thomas A. Hirschl, “The Economic Risk of
Childhood in America: Estimating the Probability of Poverty Across
the Formative Years,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 61 (1999):
1058–67.
g. See Adam Thomas and Isabel Sawhill, “For Richer or For Poorer:
Marriage as an Antipoverty Strategy,” Journal of Policy Analysis and
Management 21 (2002): 587–599.
h. David Schramm, “Individual and Social Costs of Divorce in Utah,”
Journal of Family and Economic Issues 27 (2006): 133–151.
.
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Loss of Child Centeredness
Figure 8.

Fertility Rates of Women Age 15–44, by Year, United StatesA
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The total fertility rate is the number of births that an average woman would
have if, at each year of age, she experienced the birth rates occurring in the
specified year. A total fertility rate of 2.11 represents replacement-level fertility
under current mortality conditions (assuming no net migration).
source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: National Vital Statistics Report for 1993, and NVS Report 49. Available online from www.cdc.
gov/nchs/products/nvsr.htm. “Births: Preliminary Data” for 2007 (in NVS
Report 57) (Table 1) and for 2008 (in NVS Report 58) (p. 6). Available online
from www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/nvsr.htm. U.S. Census Bureau: Statistical
Abstract of the United States for 1999 (pages 75–76,78, Tables 91,93,96). Available online from www.census.gov/prod/www/abs/statab.html.
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Percentage of Households with a Child or Children Under
Age 18, 1960-2009, United States

Figure 9.
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source: U.S. Census Bureau: Statistical Abstract of the United States for 1964
(Tables 36, 54), for 1980 (Tables 62, 67), for 1985 (Tables 54, 63), for 1994 (Table
67), and for 2004–05 (Table 56). Available online from www.census.gov/prod/
www/abs/statab.html; Current Population Reports: “America’s Families and
Living Arrangements” for 2009 (Tables F1, H1). Available online at www.
census.gov/prod/www/abs/p20.html.
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The presence of children in America (as measured by fertility rates and the percentage of households with
children) has declined significantly since 1960. Other indicators
suggest that this decline has reduced the child centeredness of
our nation and contributed to the weakening of the institution of marriage.
Throughout history, marriage has first and foremost been an
institution for procreation and raising children. It has provided
the cultural tie that seeks to connect the father to his children by
binding him to the mother of his children. Yet in recent times,
children have increasingly been pushed from center stage.
Gradually declining throughout American history, fertility
reached a low point during the Great Depression of the 1930s before
suddenly accelerating with the baby-boom generation, starting in
1945. By 1960, the birth rate had returned to where it had been in
1920, with women having on average 3.65 children over the course
of their lives (Figure 8). After 1960, the birth rate dropped sharply
for two decades, finally leveling off around 1990.
In 2008, the latest year for which we have complete information, the American total fertility rate (TFR) stood at 2.09, slightly
above the 1990 level and slightly above two children per woman.
This rate is right at the replacement level of 2.1, where the population would be replaced through births alone, and is one of the
highest rates found in modern, industrialized societies. In most
European and several Asian nations, the TFR has decreased to a
level well below that of the United States. In some countries, it
is only slightly more than one child per woman.1 The U.S. rate is
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relatively high due in part to the contribution of our higher-fertility
Hispanic population.
The long-term decline of births has had a marked effect on
the makeup of the American household. In the mid-1800s, more
than 75 percent of all households likely contained children under
the age of 18.2 One hundred years later, in 1960, this number had
dropped to slightly less than half of all households. In 2009, just five
decades after that, only 33 percent of households included children
(Figure 9). Today, adults are less likely to be living with children,
neighborhoods are less likely to contain children, and children are
less likely to be a consideration in daily life. It suggests that the
needs and concerns of children—especially young children—may
be gradually receding from our national consciousness.
Several scholars have determined that in 1960, the proportion
of one’s life spent living with a spouse and children was 62 percent, the highest in our history. By that year, the death rate had
plummeted, so fewer marriages were ending each year through
death. And the divorce revolution of recent decades had not yet
begun, so a still relatively small number of marriages were ending
in divorce. By 1985, 25 years later, the proportion of one’s life spent
with a spouse and children dropped to 43 percent—the lowest in
history.3 This remarkable reversal was caused mainly by the decline
of fertility and the weakening of marriage through divorce and
nonmarital childbearing.
In a cross-national comparison of industrialized nations, the
United States ranked virtually at the top in the percentage disagreeing with this statement: “The main purpose of marriage is having
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children.”4 Nearly 70 percent of Americans believe that the main
purpose of marriage is something other than children—compared
to, for example, 51 percent of Norwegians and 45 percent of Italians who believe that the main purpose of marriage is something
other than children. Consistent with this view is a dramatic change
in our attitudes about holding marriages together for the sake of
children. In a Detroit area sample of women, the proportion of
women answering “no” to the question, “Should a couple stay
together for the sake of the children?” jumped from 51 percent
to 82 percent between 1962 and 1985.5 A nationally representative
1994 sample found only 15 percent of the population agreeing
that “When there are children in the family, parents should stay
together even if they don’t get along.”6
One effect of the weakening of child centeredness is clear. A
careful analysis of divorce statistics shows that, beginning around
1975, the presence of children in a marriage has become only a
very minor inhibitor of divorce (slightly more so when the child
is male than female).7

1. The TFR in Germany, Spain, Italy, Greece, and Japan is 1.3; and in South Korea,
it is 1.1. “World Population Data Sheet” (Washington DC: Population Reference
Bureau, 2006).
2. See James S. Coleman, Foundations of Social Theory (Cambridge, MA: Belknap
Press of Harvard University, 1990), Figure 22.4: 588.
3. See Susan Cotts Watkins, Jane A. Menken, and John Bongaarts, “Demographic
Foundations of Family Change,” American Sociological Review 52 (1987): 346–58.
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4 See Tom W. Smith, National Opinion Research Center, University of Chicago,
“The Emerging 21st Century American Family,” GSS Social Change Report 42
(1999), Table 20: 48.
5 See Arland Thornton, “Changing Attitudes Toward Family Issues in the United
States,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 53 (1989): 873–93. This change occurred among women as they grew older, but it is very unlikely to be just an
age effect.
6 Source: The General Social Survey, conducted by the National Opinion Research
Center, University of Chicago.
7 See Tim B. Heaton, “Marital Stability Throughout the Child-Rearing Years,”
Demography 27 (1990): 55–63; Philip Morgan, Diane Lye, and Gretchen Condran, “Sons, Daughters, and the Risk of Marital Disruption,” American Journal
of Sociology 94 (1988): 110–29; Linda Waite and Lee A. Lillard, “Children and
Marital Disruption,” American Journal of Sociology 96 (1991): 930–53.
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Fragile Families with Children
Percentage of Children Under Age 18 Living with
A Single Parent, by Year and Race, United StatesA

Figure 10.
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source: U.S. Census Bureau: Current Population Reports: “America’s Families
and Living Arrangements” for 2009 (Table C3). Available online from www.
census.gov/prod/www/abs/p20.html.
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Percentage of Children Under Age 18 Living with Two
Married Parents, by Year and Race, United StatesA

Figure 11.
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Available online at www.census.gov/prod/www/abs/p20.html.
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Percentage of Live Births that Were to Unmarried
Women, by Year, United StatesA

Figure 12.
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Number of Cohabiting, Unmarried, Adult Couples of the
Opposite Sex Living with One Child or More, by Year, United StatesA
Figure 13.
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k e y fi n di ng:

The percentage of children who grow up in
fragile—typically fatherless—families has grown enormously
over the past five decades. This is mainly due to increases in
divorce, nonmarital childbearing, and unmarried cohabitation. The trend toward fragile families leveled off in the late
1990s, but the most recent data show a slight increase.
There is now ample evidence that stable and satisfactory marriages are crucial for the well-being of adults. Yet such marriages
are even more important for the proper socialization and overall
well-being of children. A central purpose of the institution of
marriage is to ensure the responsible and long-term involvement
of both biological parents in the difficult and time-consuming
task of nurturing the next generation.
The trend toward single-parent families is probably the most
important of the recent family trends that have affected children
and adolescents (Figure 10). This is because the children in such
families have negative life outcomes—including abuse, depression,
school failure, and delinquency—at two to three times the rate
of children in married, two-parent families.1 While in 1960, only
9 percent of all children lived in single-parent families, by 2009,
the amount had risen to 25 percent. This growth has leveled off
in the last decade. The overwhelming majority of single-parent
families are mother-only, although the percentage of father-only
families has recently grown (to now about 18 percent of all singleparent families).
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An indirect indicator of fragile families is the percentage
of persons under age 18 living with two married parents. Since
1960, this percentage has declined substantially, by more than
20 percentage points (Figure 11). However, this measure makes
no distinction between natural and stepfamilies; it is estimated
that some 88 percent of two-parent families consist of both biological parents, while 9 percent are step-families.2 The distinction
is significant, because children in stepfamilies, according to a
substantial and growing body of social-science evidence, fare no
better in life on average than do children in single-parent families.3
Data on stepfamilies, therefore, probably would be more reasonably combined with those on single-parent families than those on
two-biological-parent families. An important indicator that helps
to resolve this issue is the percentage of children who live apart
from their biological fathers. That percentage has doubled since
1960, from 17 to 34 percent.4
The dramatic shift in family structure indicated by these
measures has been generated mainly by three burgeoning trends:
divorce, nonmarital childbearing, and unmarried cohabitation. The
incidence of divorce began to increase rapidly during the 1960s.
The annual number of children under age 18 newly affected by
parental divorce—most of whom had lost the benefit of a father
in the home—rose from under 500,000 in 1960 to well over a
million in 1975.5 After peaking around 1980, the number leveled
off and remains close to a million new children each year. Much
of the reason for the leveling off is a drop in average family size;
each divorce that occurs today typically affects fewer children than
it would have in earlier times.
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The second reason for the shift in family structure is an increase in the percentage of babies born to unmarried mothers,
which suddenly and unexpectedly began to increase rapidly in
the 1970s. Since 1960, the percentage of babies born to unmarried
mothers has increased more than eightfold (Figure 12). In 2009
(the latest year for which we have complete data), more than 4
in 10 births and more than two-thirds of black births were to
unmarried mothers.
A third and more recent family trend that has affected family
structure is the rapid growth of nonmarital cohabitation. Especially
as cohabitation has become common among those previously
married as well as the young and not-yet-married, there has been
about a tenfold increase in the number of cohabiting couples who
live with children (Figure 13). Slightly more than 40 percent of all
children are expected to spend some time in a cohabiting household
during their growing-up years.6
In 2000, about 40 percent of unmarried-couple households
included one or more children under age 18.7 Seventy percent of the
children in unmarried-couple households are the children of only
one partner.8 Indeed, if one includes cohabitation in the definition
of stepfamily, more than one in five stepfamilies today consist of
a biological parent and unrelated cohabiting partner.9
Children who grow up with cohabiting couples tend to have
more negative life outcomes compared to those growing up with
married couples.10 Prominent reasons are that cohabiting couples
have a much higher breakup rate than do married couples, a
lower level of household income, and a higher level of child abuse
and domestic violence. The proportion of cohabiting mothers
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who eventually marry the fathers of their children declined to 44
percent in 1997 from 57 percent a decade earlier—a decline sadly
predictive of increased problems for children.11

1 . See Mary Parke, Are Married Parents Really Better for Children? (Washington,
DC: Center for Law and Social Policy, May 2003); W. Bradford Wilcox et al.,
Why Marriage Matters: Twenty-Six Conclusions from the Social Sciences (New York:
Institute for American Values, 2005).
2. See Jason Fields, U.S. Census Bureau, “Living Arrangements of Children: Fall,
1996,” Current Population Reports P70–74 (2001). Available online from www.
census.gov/prod/www/abs/p20.html.
3. See Susan L. Brown, “Family Structure and Child Well-Being: The Significance
of Parental Cohabitation,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 66 (2004): 351–67.
See more generally, David Popenoe, “The Evolution of Marriage and the Problem
of Stepfamilies,” in A. Booth and J. Dunn (eds.), Stepfamilies: Who Benefits? Who
Does Not? (Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1994): 3–27.
4. See Fields, “Living Arrangements.”
5. Mary Jo Bane, “Children, Divorce, & Welfare,” The Wilson Quarterly (1977) 1:
89-94.
6. See Sheila Kennedy and Larry Bumpass, “Cohabitation and Children’s Living
Arrangements: New Estimates from the United States,” Demographic Research 19
(2008): 1663–92.
7. See Tavia Simmons and Martin O’Connell, U.S. Census Bureau, “Married-Couple
and Unmarried-Partner Households: 2000,” Census 2000 Special Reports, CENSR-5
(2003). Available for download at http://www.census.gov/prod/2003pubs/censr-5.pdf.
8. Susan L. Brown, “Family Structure”.
9. Susan L. Brown, “Family Structure”.
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10. See Susan L. Brown, “Family Structure”; Wendy Manning, “The Implications of Cohabitation for Children’s Well-Being,” in A. Booth and A. Crouter
(eds.), Just Living Together (Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2002): 121–52;
Robin Fretwell Wilson, “Evaluating Marriage: Does Marriage Matter to the
Nurturing of Children?” San Diego Law Review 42 (2005): 848–81; Sandra L.
Hofferth, “Residential Father Family Type and Child Well-Being: Investment
Versus Selection,” Demography 43 (2006): 53–77.
11. See Larry Bumpass and Hsien-Hen Lu, “Trends in Cohabitation and Implications for Children’s Family Contexts in the U.S.,” Population Studies 54
(2000): 29–41.
.
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Teen Attitudes about Marriage & Family
Percentage of High School Seniors Who Said Having a
Good Marriage and Family Life is “Extremely Important,” by Time
Period, United StatesA

Figure 14.
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Percentage of High School Seniors Who Said it is Very
Likely They Will Stay Married to the Same Person for Life, by Time
Period, United StatesA

Figure 15.
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Percentage of High School Seniors Who Said They Agreed
or Mostly Agreed That Most People Will Have Fuller and Happier
Lives if They Choose Legal Marriage Rather Than Staying Single or
Just Living With Someone, by Time Period, United StatesA

Figure 16.
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Percentage of High School Seniors Who Said Having a
Child Without Being Married is Experimenting with a Worthwhile
Lifestyle or Not Affecting Anyone Else, by Time Period, United StatesA
Figure 17.
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Percentage of High School Seniors Who Agreed or Mostly
Agreed with this Statement: “It is Usually a Good Idea for a Couple to
Live Together Before Getting Married in Order to Find Out Whether
They Really Get Along,” by Time Period, United StatesA

Figure 18.
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k e y f i n di ng:

The desire of teenagers of both sexes for “a good
marriage and family life” has remained high over the past few
decades. Boys are almost 10 percentage points less desirous of
this than girls, however, and they are also a little more pessimistic about the possibility of a long-term marriage. Both
boys and girls have become more accepting of lifestyles that
are considered alternatives to marriage, including nonmarital
childbearing and unmarried cohabitation.
To find out what the future may hold for marriage and family life, we must determine what our nation’s youth are saying
and thinking, and how their views have changed over time. Are
these living products of the divorce revolution going to continue
the family ways of their parents? Or might there be a cultural
counterrevolution among the young that could lead to a reversal
of current family trends?
Since 1976, a nationally representative survey of high-school
seniors aptly titled Monitoring the Future has been conducted
annually by the Institute for Social Research at the University of
Michigan.1 It asks numerous questions about family-related topics. Based on this survey, the percentage of teenagers of both sexes
who say that having a good marriage and family life is “extremely
important” to them has remained high over the decades. Recently,
81 percent of girls agreed with this statement, as did 72 percent of
the boys (Figure 14).
Other data from the Monitoring the Future survey show a
moderate increase in the percentage of teenage respondents who say
that they expect to marry (or who are already married)—recently
84.5 percent for girls and 77 percent for boys.2 Among teenag-
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ers, boys are a little more pessimistic than girls in the belief that
their marriage will last a lifetime. But this difference has recently
diminished and since 1986–90 the trend has been toward slightly
greater optimism overall (Figure 15).
At the same time, many teenagers accept nonmarital lifestyles. Take, for example, agreement with the proposition that
“most people will have fuller and happier lives if they choose legal
marriage rather than staying single or just living with someone”
(Figure 16). Less than a third of the girls and slightly more than
a third of the boys seem to believe, based on their answer to this
question, that marriage is more beneficial to individuals than the
alternatives. Note also that young women have seen their faith
in marriage’s capacity to deliver happiness fall markedly over the
last 30 years. Yet this belief is contrary to the available empirical
evidence, which consistently indicates the substantial personal
and social benefits of being married compared to singleness or
unmarried cohabitation.3
Witness the remarkable increase in recent decades in the acceptance of nonmarital childbearing among teens (Figure 17). And note
that whereas in the 1970s, girls tended to be more traditional than
boys on this issue, then about the same in 1981 with boys slightly
more traditional, and now they are about the same. With more than
50 percent of teenagers now accepting nonmarital childbearing as
a “worthwhile lifestyle,” at least for others, they do not yet seem to
grasp its enormous economic, social, and personal costs.
Another remarkable increase is in the acceptance of living
together before marriage, now considered “usually a good idea” by
well over half of all teenagers (Figure 18). In this case, girls remain
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slightly more traditional than boys. The growing cultural acceptance
of cohabitation among high-school seniors is congruent with the
increase in cohabitation demonstrated earlier in this report.
In summary, marriage and family life remain very important goals for today’s teenagers. Nevertheless, teens demonstrate
increasing approval of a range of nonmarital lifestyles that stand
in tension with these goals. Thus, given the ambiguous character
of teenage attitudes regarding marriage, no strong signs yet exist
of a generational cultural shift that could lead to a reversal of the
nation’s recent retreat from marriage.
1. The first survey was conducted in 1975, but because of changes in the ordering of the
questions, the data from it are not comparable with the data from later surveys.
2. In the 1976–1980 period, 73 percent of boys and 82 percent of girls said they expected
to marry (or were already married); by 2001–2004, the boys’ percentage jumped to
77 and the girls’ to 84.5. A 1992 Gallup poll of youth age 13–17 found an even larger
percentage who thought they would marry someday—88 percent compared to 9
percent who expected to stay single. Gallup has undertaken a youth poll several
times since 1977, and the proportion of youth expecting to marry someday has not
varied much through the years. See Robert Bezilla (ed.), America’s Youth in the 1990s
(Princeton, NJ: The George H. Gallup International Institute, 1993).
3. See Linda J. Waite and Maggie Gallagher, The Case for Marriage (New York:
Doubleday, 2000); David G. Myers, The American Paradox (New Haven, CT:
Yale University Press, 2000); Steven Stack and J. Ross Eshleman, “Marital Status
and Happiness: A 17-Nation Study,” Journal of Marriage and the Family 60 (1998):
527–36; David Popenoe and Barbara Dafoe Whitehead, Should We Live Together?
What Young Adults Need to Know About Cohabitation Before Marriage, 2nd ed. (New
Brunswick, NJ: National Marriage Project, Rutgers University, 2002).
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