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A robust body of social science evidence points to tlséipe economic, health and
social benefits of long-lasting marriage for men, woraad children. Yet the benefits
and advantages of marriage are not as broadly distributedlely shared as they once
were. In recent decades, there has been a dramatigeein marrying behavior. Today,
as compared to thirty years ago, Americans are more ligdiye together before and
after marriage, to postpone marriage until older agedivbrce more and to remarry less,
and never to marry at all. At any given age, individaadsless likely to be, or have ever
been, married. The marriage rate reflects thesegelsanSince 1970, the marriage rate
has fallen by nearly fifty percent, from 76.5 per 1000 unmdmiomen to 39.9 per 1000
unmarried women in 2004.

The retreat from marriage has been most severe@#iican Americans. Until the
mid-1960s, the African-American marriage rate was sinddhe rate of other groups.
Today, however, a “marriage divide” has opened Wlacks are the least likely to
marry, to stay married, and to remarry. They arenbst likely to cohabit, to divorce
and to become unwed parents. This gap shows up in attitondeg) ahe young as well.
According to the 2002 findings in the National Survey ahifaGrowth, African
American teenage boys are less likely to favor mgerend more likely to approve of
divorce than either Hispanic or non-Hispanic White teeys>

Another marriage divide is opening up between the well-edueaigdess well-educated.
Those with college education are likely to marry anst&y married. Those with lesser
educational attainment are increasingly foregoing onfgidit marriage. The educational
divide raises the troubling possibility that marriage malobig its broadly democratic
character and becoming an arrangement achievable onlg lpyitileged few.

Yet despite the general and group-specific retreat fromagar, nearly all Americans
share a strong aspiration to marriage. People continvaue marriage as tlsgmmum
bonumin intimate relationships. Even during the recertdes of high divorce and
rising cohabitation, the valuation of marriage has ragthremarkably persistent. The
vast majority of men and women seek lasting marriage@essonal life goal. Indeed,
the belief in marriage is stronger in the U.S. thmamost other developed countries. In
the World Values Survey conducted between 1999 and 2001, only Hnpefc
Americans agreed with the statement “Marriage is ardatée institution” compared to
22 percent of Canadians, 26 percent of the British and 8@menf the FrenchNor is
there evidence that a “culture of poverty” has dimirgslosv-income women’s aspiration



for a high quality marriage. A recent study finds that irawgr African-American single
mothers — the group least likely to marry — desire a ssftdanarriage as fervently as
their middle-class married peérs.

How then should we begin to understand the gap betwedngh aspiration to marriage
and the diminished propensity to marry and to stay e@riWwhat accounts for the
disparity between the personal goal of lasting marréagkthe growing evidence of
widespread social failure to achieve that goal? To glaibly, why are so many
Americans enchanted with the idea of marriage but inicrglgsdisenchanted with being
married?

This paper will try to shed light on that question by lngkat recent social science
research on patterns and predictors of marital sucodsiiure. Social science is better
equipped to make generalizations about groups than it i@waprguidance on the
particular situation of an individual, couple or familyherefore, this paper will focus on
some sociodemographic characteristics that are weltkmpyedictors of marital success
or failure. It will also consider the broader soeaiatl cultural trends that have profoundly
transformed the meaning, purpose and stability of contemporariage.

Select sociodemographic predictors of marital success/faie

Parental marriage/divorce: Individuals who grow in an married parent family arereéno
likely to marry and to stay married than individuals s&damilies were broken by
divorce or whose parents never married. Compargdisaduals from disrupted
family backgrounds, individuals who grew up with both marrie@ipiE are more likely
to have a positive experience of a marriage; to hawemenitment to lifelong marriage;
to have mothers who are more positive about marrinddess permissive of divorce;
and to have greater emotional security and trust in thvair future marriage.Given the
high rate of divorce in today’s society, howevers increasingly common for one or
both married individuals to come from divorced parentiliasr According to one study,
the divorce risk nearly tripled if both individuals cofmem a broken home; if the wife
alone hc?d experienced parental divorce, however, theased risk was significantly
reduced.

Age at first marriage: Marrying as a teen is the highest known risk factodieorce.
Teenagers who marry are two to three times more licehave unhappy marriages and
to divorce than people who marry in their twenfiesccording to a recent government
study, 59 percent of marriages among women under age 18 @ndrice or separation
within 15 years compared with 36 percent of those marriage®0 or oldet. Couples
who wait until they are in their twenties to marrg amore likely to have the maturity,
opportunity and levels of educational attainment thabaseciated with better marital
matching and more successful marriages. They alsoaeelikely to be prepared for
the responsibilities of parenthood.



At the same time, however, there may be disadvantagesiting too long. Postponing
marriage until older ages exposes sexually active yougtesaadlults to the risks of
multiple failed relationships, cohabitation, and unwed mieod. Sexual infidelity often
figures in these broken relationships. As a resulmamowho have experienced several
breakups in their late teens and early twenties hdnaedatime trusting the “next guy
who comes along.” Low-income women are at high raskhis kind of gender mistrust
and estrangement.

A prolonged period of sexually active singlehood may atemerage a marriage-averse
ethos among men. By living with a girlfriend, men gat many of the benefits of
marriage without making a commitment to marriage. Adsmme men regard marriage as
“hard work” whereas the single life promises “fun areeiom.” Given this view of
marlrilage, they seek to prolong the “fun and freedonthefsingle life as long as they
can.

Homogamy. According to the well-established rule of marital logamy, the more
similar people are in age, education, religion and theemore likely they are to have a
successful marriage. However, fewer Americans t@dayentering homogamous
marriages. The proportion of interracial and intenet marriages has increased among
all groups in the society. This is a matter of cond®ecause people in heterogamous
marriages report less marital happiness and greatermassé&o divorce. Overall, the
increase in marital heterogamy may be one reasdovi@r levels of marital quality,
satisfaction and duratiol?.

Educational Attainment: Men and women who are college educated are morg tiel
marry, to stay married and to report satisfaction inriamge than people with lower levels
of educational attainment. Also, college-educated individargisnore likely to marry
other college-educated individuals. In the future, howeteray become more difficult
for college educated women to find similarly well educatesh if more women than
men continue to earn college degrees. The educationddiggap is already a serious
problem for African-American female college graduates gteatly outnumber African
American male college graduaf€s.

Religion: People who frequently attend religious servicesremes likely to marry and
to remain married than those who are not religiouslgodasit. A shared religious life is
one of the most important predictors of a successfuliagg. There are several reasons
why this is true. Religious institutions provide a commuaitgupport and a cultural
refuge for married couples and their children, and espedialrecent immigrant

families. This kind of institutional support may be esalicimportant today.

Compared to decades past, childrearing families are demogr@plasaldominant, the
public sphere is less oriented to families with childesrn parents face a less hospitable
childrearing culture.

Religious teachings offer strong normative support farrrage and for the norm of
marital permanence. Belief in marital permanen@ssociated with higher levels of
marital quality for both men and women. When coupleswsarriage as a lifelong



commitment, they tend to make high personal investmernisief attention and affection
in their relationship with the expectation that thell mutually benefit over the long-
term. They are less likely to indulge in day-by-day alalsons of who is doing more
and who is getting a better “deal,” a habit of mind tlzat lead to resentment, conflict
and a withdrawal of emotional investméft.

Finally, shared religious observance promotes greateti@mal investment in marriage
by men. This is an important finding because today’s svexaluate marital quality
largely on the basis of emotional well-being. Accogdio one recent study, husbands’
emotional investment in the marriage — meaning the hightguiatie men spend with
their wives and the love and affection they show ta thizzes —is the mostrucial
determinant of women’s marital satisfaction. Asshely further notes, wives’
assessment of their husband’s “emotion work” is mogortant in their overall
happiness than a host of other traditional predictomawital quality, including female
labor force participation, childbearing, education, andgrons of equity in
housework

Economic predictors Male employment, earnings and job stability are Sicgmit
predictors of entry into marriage. Men who work manel earn more also marry more.
Employed men are also more attractive as prospectil@mhds:® Because men’s
breadwinning capacity is so important to their marriagegpbgome sociologists have
attributed the decline of high paying, low-skill jobs to a &gpe of “marriageable men,”
especially among African-American men in the inney.cDther scholars contend that
the loss of high paying low skill jobs only partially exjpis the retreat from marriage.
They also point to men’s sexual attitudes and behavior iegarty high levels of
infidelity, promiscuity and paternal irresponsibilitas a key reason why women reject
such men as unsuitable marriage parthers.

Changing economic expectations for marriage also ptalean divergent marital
outcomes for the privileged and the poor. In the plastetonomic barriers to entry into
marriage were low. Through marriage, the young, poopamgertyless found a way to
pool resources and to build a nest and a nest egg. Word@cause most couples
could expect a long-lasting marriage, they could be patigheir efforts to accumulate
and share in marital assets. Today, however, theoaaic bar has been raised. Getting
married is something couples feel that they are readyg tnly after they have acquired
their own nest and nest egg. In the minds of young peagdey tonarriage is reserved for
couples who are able to afford a “decent” wedding as well llouse with furniture, a
nice car or two, and an occasional vacation or dinnter gatil young adults are able to
afford these material goods, they are putting off marriage

The postponement strategy works for privileged women Ilsectey are able to meet
and marry similarly advantaged and well-educated manh tvir marital mergers, two
such privileged individuals rise into the economic elitée strategy works less well for
women near the bottom of the income distributioomwiincome women put off marriage
in order to get ahead economically but they may not guthaitibearing. They have
children with men who are not suitable marriage prospettsl after becoming young



single mothers, they have limited opportunities for tinel lof school or work experience
that would put them in a more favorable marriage market.many low-income single
mothers, therefore, marriage postponed is marriaggdoee

Couple characteristics associated with marriage success farlure

Nonmarital sex and unwed childbearing Men and women who are virgins at marriage
have dramatically more stable marriages than thosehate nonmarital sex. This is
largely due to the fact that those who abstain from noitehaex are also more likely to
be religious and to have a strong commitment to liglovarriage-*Traditionally,

women have been more likely than men to be virgidssatmarriage. In recent decades,
however, the percentage of women who wait to haveadéx@rcourse until they are
married has plummeted. A majority of women who marinetthe 1990s first had
intercourse five years or more prior to marrying. Onmesequence is that more women
are having children outside of marriage but are not goirtg omarry the father of their
child.

Nonmarital childbearing negatively affects a woman’shcleaof forming a successful
marriage in the future. Once a woman has had a chifideubf marriage, her chances of
marrying drop dramatically. According to one recent stuast ¢hance is almost 40
percent lower for those who had a first child outsidenafriage and 51 percent for
women who do not marry the biological father withix sionths of birth. By age 35,

only 70 percent of all unwed mothers are married compar88 percent of those who
have not had a chifff. Further, when unwed mothers do marry, they areilesy to
marry well. Compared to single women from similatiyadvantaged backgrounds who
do not have children, single mothers are more likelyaoryra high school dropout or
someone without a job.

Cohabitation: In recent decades, living together has shifted frotiymatized and
marginal practice to a socially acceptable and mainstpeaatice for opposite sex
couples. Between 1960 and 2004, the number of unmarried couplessed from less
than 500,000 to more than five million. Over half offiait marriages are now preceded
by a living together relationship. Cohabiting partnershipshmfely unstable. Most
break up within a year, either by ending altogether or atingeto marriagé™

Although many young people believe that cohabitationimiirove their chances for
having a lasting marriage, there is no evidence to supirbelief. On the contrary, a
substantial body of evidence suggests that cohabiting coanglesore likely to breakup
up after marriage than those who do not live togetherdefarriage. [One exception: a
recent study based on a nationally representative sarhplemen concluded that
premarital cohabitation, when limited to a woman'’s futuweband, is not associated with
an elevated risk of marital disruptiof).

Compared to marital unions, cohabiting unions are also assdavith poorer
communication, lower relationship satisfaction, laggpert from family and friends, and



higher levels of domestic violence. Cohabiting couplad more separate and
independent lives than married couples. They experienoe amsbiguity and
uncertainty about the level of commitment and investrrethe relationship. Living
together partners are more likely to be sexually unfaithihd thus more prone to sexual
jealousy and partner violence.

Much of the scholarly debate over cohabitation focosewhy people who cohabit are at
higher risk for these negative outcomes, and partiguflarithe higher risk of divorce
when they do marry. Part of the risk is attributedseléction effect,” the fact that
cohabiters have different characteristics from noabdars. For example, people who
are less religious, divorced, high school dropoutsawe experienced childhood sexual
abuse, high levels of marital discord or parental ii®aluring childhood are more likely
to cohabit. However, not all of the negative effedtsahabitation are due to the
selection effect. Some research suggests that caofi@abitaelf reduces commitment and
esteem for marriage, especially among those who have than one cohabiting
experience.

Indeed, though cohabiting unions may look a lot like marsiatgeey are very different in
their formation and orientation to commitment. Catation is an agreement reached
privately. Marriage is an event celebrated publicly. &athation is entered into
informally, sometimes casually. Marriage is entergd with all kinds of formal rituals
and ceremonies. Cohabitation is a nonbinding commitmeminfandeterminate period
of time. Marriage sets forth a clear statemenbdhlé binding nature and expected
duration of the commitment.

Indeed, no one who marries in a state of sobriatybeaconfused about what he or she is
doing on the wedding day or what he or she is commitanghere are multiple and
overlapping ways in which the couple’s mutual agreementrisanced, contracted,
enacted, pledged and celebrated. It is such professiacosnohitment that help men and
women to make the psychosocial transition to a nentityeand to a shared
understanding of the nature and purpose of their union. iSTh& the case with the
experience of cohabitation. A cohabiting partnership baanger public meaning; it can
mean whatever each of the individual partners wamtsntean. As it happens, these
individual meanings can differ sharply by gender. Young wotead to place
cohabitation along a relationship continuum. Marridgads at one end of the
continuum, representing the highest level of commitm&htle a one-night stand might
occupy the lowest level at the opposite end. Cohattatands closer to the marriage
end of the continuum. Women see cohabitation as part onfolding process of
relationship development leading toward [or away fromijaariage commitment.

Young men’s view of commitment tends to be more bin@dythey see it, commitment
iS not a continuum but a status. And there are twa statuses for men: single or
married. To go from the status of “single” to “marrigs’hot a matter of moving a few
steps along the commitment continuum; it is a statasging leap. And a man doesn’t
make that leap when he moves in with his girlfriend; hkesa on the day that he says



“ do.” Consequently, for men, cohabitation isn’'t nesarily a step on the road to
marriage. It is often just another way of being single

These gendered views of cohabitation may help explain afmg £ohabiting men are
surprised, annoyed or mystified when their live-in gielfid brings up the subject of
marriage and why cohabiting men regard talk of future egeras an unwanted
“pressure.” On the other side, it is also why some latihg women feel cruelly
deceived when their live-in boyfriends balk at marrigge.

Such differences, researchers hypothesize, may pafteistmarriage. Cohabiting
couples may “slide” into marriage rather than “decide” &omy®* In other words, they
may fail to undergo the transition from the contingemwhmitment of a cohabiting
partnership to the permanent commitment of marriagecaBying a “cohabiting
mindset” into marriage, they are then at greater risklfarce. Other researchers
contend that cohabitation may interfere with succésséuital matching by prematurely
entangling couples in relationships that foreclose oppigarno meet and date other
prospective marriage partners. The loss of time andrappty can be especially
hazardous for women who want to marry and have childe@rdthey get to the age
where they are at risk for infertility problems.

Beyond negative effects for the couple, there are o#asons to be concerned about the
rise in cohabitation. More than forty percent ofaloibing couple households now
include children. These households are less likely toerbhw married parent
households than in the past. The proportion of colmgbitiothers who eventually marry
the fathers of their children has declined from 57 to 44 pemehe decade between
1987-97. Nor are these cohabiting parent households as atatvlarried parent
households. At the five year mark, half of cohabitagples with children will have
broken up compared to 15 percent of married pafén@hildren who live in cohabiting
households with their biological mother and an unrdlatale partner face a high risk of
sexual abuse and physical violence.

Social and Cultural Factors Influencing Marriage
The Deinstitutionalization of Marriage

Most scholars agree that the last third of the twdntientury marked a watershed in the
history of American marriage. Before that time, naae served as the central social
institution organizing and regulating licit sex, opposite Iseng together partnerships,
childbearing, parenthood and family life. Since thewéwver, all these aspects of adult
life have become “unbundled” from marriage. For manyeficans, and particularly for
younger Americans, sex has no necessary connectiba gxpectation or promise of
marriage. Living together as an unmarried couple is neacally acceptable alternative
to living together as a married couple. Procreationci®asingly separate from
marriage and also, with the growing use of artificggdroductive technologies, separate
from sex itself. Parenthood is more loosely conmktdanarriage. In sum, many of the



larger social, economic, religious and public purposes ssmcated with marriage are
receding or missing entirely.

As one measure of this trend, consider the result200& national survey of single and
married young adults, ages 20-29. Only 16 percent agree thaathgurpose of
marriage is to have children, while 62 percent agree\tnal it may not be ideal, it's
okay for an adult woman to have a child on her owhefIsas not found the right man to
marry. More than four out of ten describe adults wimose to raise a child out of
wedlock as “doing their own thing.” Among the sampléges, less than half (42
percent) agree that it is important to find a spouse shlaoes their own religious faith.
Four out of ten (43 percent) agree that the governmentidiprovide cohabiting couples
the same benefits provided married couples.

The Fragility of “Soulmate” Marriage

While marriage is losing much of its public and instituticstaracter, it is gaining
popularity as a “soulmate” relationship — an intenselygbei couple relationship whose
main purpose is to promote the psychological well-beingeamotional satisfaction of
each adult. For example, ninety-four percent of nevemried young singles agree with
the statement that “when you marry you want your sptaube your soulmate, first and
foremost.” Over eighty percent of all young womemymned and single, agree that “it is
more important to them to have a husband who can comme@batit his deepest
feelings than to have a husband who makes a good livihg.”

Of course, there is nothing historically new in the defar lasting friendship in
marriage. Indeed, the vision of combining friendship, rdiodove and mutual sexual
fidelity in marriage is a distinctive feature of thestern marriage tradition and arguably
one of the most daring experiments in all of human egpee. (Most societies, past and
present, still prefer marriages arranged by kin or pasdsnany adhere to a sexual
double standard.) Moreover, amid the dislocations of tedagbile society and dynamic
economy, it is understandable that people would seeksitdee deep emotional
connection to another human being. Finally, it maynbee important now than in the
past for couples to enjoy each other’'s company. Aftecallples today are having fewer
children and living longer, healthier lives. Those whorgnand stay married may spend
60 or more years together.

However, the exacting emotional requirements are liteelyjake marriages unhappier
and potentially more fragile. When married couples caloadt to larger institutional
forces, such as religion, law or social norms, toasngheir union, they bear the burden
of maintaining a high-quality marriage on their own.t ¥e demands of contemporary
life make this difficult to do. At the very time theduples must invest heavily and
routinely in nurturing their relationships, they havesléime and support to do so. This is
especially true for parents who have full-time jobtswie the home. They are often
chronically time-starved, sleep-deprived, distracted angella This may explain why
parents now report significantly lower marital satétfon than nonparent8.



Given higher expectation for couple intimacy, the “soate” ideal may contribute to
marital discord among parents. Parenthood requirestarstithe and energy from the
spousal relationship to the parent-child relationship. Thstdo say that husbands and
wives should neglect each other’s sexual or emotiogedisiwhen they become fathers
and mothers, but it is to suggest that a more adult+®hfecus on one’s own intimacy
needs may lead to more disappointment, estrangement amd search for a new
intimate partner during the intense childrearing years.

The emphasis on more subjective and adult-centered ragasumarital well-being also
contributes to the persistently high rate of parentairde. As many as two-thirds of the
parental divorces in recent years occur, not becaudenséstic violence, drug addiction
or other destructive behaviors, but because of “softemdarf psychological distress
and unhappiness. Children in these situations would be better off ifrtparents were
able to work out their problems and stay together. Apdetis some evidence that
marriages that are unhappy at one point can becoppy lad a later point in time. One
recent large-scale study indicates that 86 percent oleedm said they were unhappily
married in the late 1980s but stayed in the marriagedteticthat they were happier
when they were interviewed five years later. Indeaegtfifths of the formerly
unhappily married couples rated their marriages as etleey happy” or “quite

happy.’®°

Last of all, a successful soulmate marriage requi® mmotional “work” by men, and
many men are not naturally inclined to express affectiohagopreciation in ways that
women find most fulfilling. They need strong cultural anstitutional supports to learn
to do so, and those institutional supports are lessadl@ihow.

A Culture of Divorce

Since its peak in the early 1980s, the divorce rate haswoed to drop. It has fallen
from a high of 22.6 per 1000 married women in 1980 to 17.7 per 100@daomen in
2004. However, the decline in the divorce rate has tkbleeto erase the cultural legacy
of divorce. The widespread social experience of dedras led to attitudes and
behavior that have now taken on a life and momenturmeaf own. Indeed, it could be
argued that the habits of mind created by a culture of civibave had more harmful
effects on marriage than divorce itséff.

Whereas the older generation thought little about thesgmal risk of divorce, today’'s
younger generation thinks about it a lot. Fear of d&was one of the reasons young
people commonly cite for their decision to cohabit andHerr [mistaken] belief that
living together actually improves their chances of amgdlivorce. The fear of divorce
has also eroded confidence in the permanence of marrzggple who worry a lot about
the possibility of divorce are more likely to limitdin investments in the marriage and to
evaluate their satisfaction in the marriage on trseshaf a short-term satisfaction — one
of the predictors of poor marital quality. Divorce laés made young people more
wary of marriage as an economic partnership. In a gqtisétstudy of young single men
conducted by Rutgers’ National Marriage Project, more ghimw expressed the view
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that cohabitation is a way to get the benefits ofriage without exposing themselves to
the financial obligations of divorce, should the relaship break up?> Women have
their own reasons to be less trusting of marriagesmiece of long-term economic
security. Given the high rate of breakup, women belieaethey must be able to earn
enough on their own to have power in their relationsaiksto have enough to survive
on their own should the relationships f&il.

The Rise of Hyperindividualism

Cross-national studies of cultural trends point to thegsave effects of a modern form

of individualism that places high value on individual egsiveness, privacy, autonomy,
and freedom from institutional controls over sex amdilfalife. To a large degree, the
value of personal freedom in private life overrides cameéor child well-being, family
stability, and kin loyalty. Even economic self-irgst takes a back seat to the quest for
independent selfhood. As one scholar has observed, petigacrifice a degree of
economic well-being — even, in the extreme, cause tgasto be classified as poor - to
achieve the autonomy and privacy that accompany independagt’ft

This pervasive form of individualism has negatively atecmarriage and family life in
very different kinds of advanced western societies.s@ciologist David Popenoe points
out, both the highly religious United States and the higabular Sweden have
experienced high levels of family breakdown over roughlystrae time period. Inthe
U.S., sixty-three percent of children under I8 live withit own biological parents, down
from 85 percent as recently as 1970 and now the lowestage among all western
industrialized nations. Sweden, at 73 percent, is the ddonrest>

Conclusion

To conclude this discussion, let me offer a definitibauxcessful marriage that is
supported by social science evidence: namely, a longdastion in which both spouses
express mutual satisfaction with their relationshipdrsamilar values, attitudes and
beliefs; are sexually faithful to each other; have adeguestources to care for each other
and their children; share a common commitment to thelweaig of their children; live
together peaceably without persistent conflict, abuseotende; are embedded within a
supportive social network of family, friends and commuratyg are sustained by the
larger society’s support for marriage as the favoredinitn for sex, procreation and
parenthood.

To read this definition is to be reminded of how very @mgling it is to achieve a
successful marriage today. The turbulent market eognthe frazzled pace of daily life
and the shallow relationships in a mobile society lyawéfer a hospitable climate for
marriage. And a popular culture that pushes images afitgout strings and
relationships without rings hardly reflects the desifesiost people for an enduring and
satisfying marriage. Indeed, a happy and lasting marrages as one of the most highly
prized and hardest-to-achieve accomplishments in contanyp@merican life. It is also
one of the most richly rewarding. Somehow, we mustwags to increase the
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proportion of Americans who can meet its challengescéah its riches for themselves
and their children.
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