
No Longer the “M-Word”

ince the mid-seven-
ties, scholars, public
officials, and analysts
across the political
spectrum have raised

concerns about the plight of the
increasing numbers of children
being brought up in single-parent
families.1 During these discussions
and debates, however, opinion
leaders generally avoided public
mention of the “M-word”—
marriage. 

In 1996, Congress enacted welfare
reform legislation. Although it was
little noticed at the time, three of
the four purposes of the new law
were related to marriage and fam-
ily formation: the states were
exhorted to promote marriage,
reduce out-of-wedlock childbear-
ing, and “encourage the formation
and maintenance of two-parent
families.” Since the 2000 election,
marriage has been thrust upon the
public agenda. President Bush has
declared, “ . . . my Administration
will give unprecedented support to
strengthening marriages.”
Congressional leaders in both

political parties have proposed
spending significant new welfare
monies over the next five years to
promote “healthy” marriages, and
to a lesser extent, responsible
fatherhood.2 Meanwhile, a small
but growing number of state gov-
ernments have modified welfare
policies and set up programs to
strengthen marriage and reduce
divorce—including Arizona,
Florida, Louisiana, Michigan,
Oklahoma, and Utah. Many local
communities have developed mar-
riage initiatives as well, with lead-
ership coming from the faith-based
and non-profit sectors. Most of
these initiatives are aimed at the
general population. 

Some are reacting to this new mar-
riage agenda with bewilderment
and even alarm. Marriage is con-
sidered by many to be strictly a
private matter—with the govern-
ment’s role limited to granting
marriage licenses and divorce
decrees. There is no public con-
sensus that promoting marriage is
the government’s business. In addi-
tion, many wonder if the govern-
ment knows how to encourage
marriage.  

When most Americans value mar-
riage and get married at some
point in their lives, why is marriage
such a controversial policy issue?
Should the public care about the

decline in marriage in general, or
only when children are involved?
What does the research tell us
about the link between marriage
and child poverty? Is there an
appropriate role for federal, state,
and local governments in address-
ing marriage? If so, what are the
goals and strategies of a reasonable
policy agenda on marriage that
could gain broad public support?
This first brief on couples and
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the question of what the legitimate role of
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discusses the relationship between marriage
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reasonable Marriage-Plus approach that

focuses on promoting child well-being.   
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marriage policy from the Center
for Law and Social Policy will
address these and other overarch-
ing questions. Future briefs will
examine some of the key research
questions and a range of policy
strategies (see the box below for a
list of future topics).

Why Is Marriage a 
Public Policy Issue?

Individual decisions to marry and
have children are indeed very per-
sonal, but, in the aggregate, they
have important public conse-

quences. The facts are well-known
but bear repeating.3

■ Roughly 50 percent of all recent
first marriages are projected to
end in divorce, and about 60
percent of all divorces involve
children. The majority of
divorced persons eventually
remarry. 

■ One-third of all births are out-
of-wedlock, and 40 percent of
these children are born to
cohabiting parents.

■ Over one-third of all children do
not live with their biological
fathers, and too many nonresi-
dent fathers neither support nor
see their children. 

As a result of these trends, more
than half of all children can expect
to spend some time living in a sin-
gle-parent household. It should
also be noted that these trends cut
across class, religion, and race;
however, they are considerably
more marked among the poor.
Low-income populations have
higher rates of out-of-wedlock
childbearing, cohabitation, and
separation and divorce. 

Family relationships today are
increasingly complex and unstable.
Parents often have children by
more than one partner, and 
consequently children may have
relationships with biological, 
married and step-parents (legal 
and informal), grandparents and
step-grandparents, and half- and
step-siblings. 

These dramatic changes in family
formation and marital behavior
have not, in general, been good for
children. Research has found that:

■ Children living with single
mothers are five times as likely

to be poor as those in two-
parent families.4

■ The proportion of all American
children who were poor
increased from 15 to 20 percent
between 1970 and 1996, and
some economists have attributed
virtually all the increase to the
growth in single-parent
families.5

■ Growing up in a single-parent
family also roughly doubles the
risk that a child will drop out of
school, have difficulty finding a
job, or become a teen parent.
About half of these effects
appear to be attributable to the
reduced income available to sin-
gle parents, but the other half is
due to non-economic factors,
such as less parental time and
attention for children.6

■ Divorce has been found to have
long-term, non-economic effects
on children. Twenty years later,
children of divorced, middle-
class parents were twice as likely
to suffer from serious emotional
or psychological problems com-
pared with children whose par-
ents remained married.7

It’s not just the presence of two
adults in the home that helps chil-
dren. Children living with cohabit-
ing parents and in step-families
generally do less well than those
living with their married, biologi-
cal parents.8 It appears that living
with married, biological parents
strengthens children’s claims to the
economic resources, love and
affection, nurturing, and social
capital of both parents, including
access to the resources of both sets
of extended families.  

However, there is an important
caveat: the quality of the marriage

ABOUT THIS SERIES

This is the first in a series of Couples and Marriage

Research and Policy Briefs. The series is informed

by a “Marriage-Plus” perspective, which has two

main goals centered on the well-being of children:

(1) to help more children grow up in healthy,

married families and (2) when this isn’t possible, to

help parents—whether unmarried, separated,

divorced, or remarried—cooperate better in raising

their children.

Future briefs will address these and other

questions:

■ What are states doing to promote and 

strengthen marriage?

■ What is the appropriate role of the federal

government in marriage?

■ What is the effect of family structure on child

well-being?

■ How important is male "marriageability" to

understanding the rise in single parenthood in

low-income populations?



Couples and Marriage Series, Brief No. 1 3

matters. When parents have a seri-
ously troubled, high-conflict mar-
riage, their children suffer and are
better off if their parents divorce.
About a third of divorces where
children are involved appear to
involve highly-conflicted mar-
riages.9 Research also suggests 
that a higher proportion of the
marriages of low-income couples
ending in divorce involve high-
conflict relationships and domestic
violence than the marriages of 
better-off couples who divorce.10

The meaning of the research find-
ings about the risks to child well-
being of growing up in a
single-parent home should not be
exaggerated, however. While these
risks are substantial and clearly
warrant concern, it remains the
case that the majority of children
of single parents grow up without
serious problems.11

What Do the 
Skeptics Say?

The controversy about the role of
government in promoting mar-
riage is not so much about the
research as it is about values. Many
critics suspect that there are hid-
den (or not-so-hidden) ideological
agendas behind marriage promo-
tion proposals. Some who value
the gains women have made in the
workplace fear a return to tradi-
tional gender roles. Others con-
cerned about the darker side of
marriage—domestic violence and
child abuse—worry that pregnant
teens or adults will be coerced or
“bribed” into risky, unsuitable
marriages and that battered
women will be discouraged from
leaving abusive marriages. Still
others are concerned that holding
out marriage as the “ideal” appears
to blame single parents, many of
whom do a terrific job under diffi-

cult circumstances. Some worry
that marriage promotion is being
defined narrowly in ways that are
insensitive to the culture and
norms of minority racial and eth-
nic communities. Others argue
that treating marriage as exclu-
sively a heterosexual institution
discriminates against gay and les-
bian unions and their children.

Skeptics of marriage promotion
argue that the decline in marriage
is world-wide, a result of over-
whelming social and economic
forces that cannot be reversed
whatever anyone does. For others,
the concern is less about the value
of promoting marriage and more
about whether individuals, com-
munities, or faith institutions,
rather than government, should
lead the charge. Finally, some
worry that funds spent on untested
marriage promotion activities will
be diverted from other sorely
needed services for single parents,
such as child care and job training. 

Even people who are interested in
supporting marriage promotion
activities have very different ideas
about what the “marriage prob-
lem” actually is. Is the problem
that:

■ Too many couples have children
outside of marriage, or that mar-
ried couples with children do
not stay married? 

■ Too many teenagers have chil-
dren before they are ready to be
parents, or before they marry?

■ There are too many cohabiting
couples, too many bad choices
about marital partners, or 
too few skills to negotiate the 
challenges of contemporary
marriage?  

■ Gender inequality persists
within marriage, making the

institution itself problematic to
many women?

■ In some communities with high
rates of male joblessness, there
are not enough men who are
viable marriage partners? 

■ People nowadays have unrealis-
tic expectations of marriage 
and too weak a sense of 
commitment? 

The “marriage problem” may
encompass all of the above and
more. The important point for
policy purposes is that these issues
are not separate from each other;
they are interrelated.

Marriage and Poverty

A reason often given for promot-
ing marriage is to reduce child
poverty.  Poverty and marital status
are indeed strongly linked, but it is
hard to distinguish cause from
effect. Are single parents poor
because they are not married, or
are they not married because they
are poor? 

If more low-income parents mar-
ried, or stayed married, child
poverty would certainly not magi-
cally disappear—but research sug-
gests that it could be reduced.
Several new studies find that par-
ents at high risk of poverty who are
married experience less economic
hardship than parents with the
same characteristics who cohabit
or do not live together.12 Part of
the reason is that married couples

The proportion of all American children who were

poor increased from 15 to 20 percent between

1970 and 1996, and some economists have

attributed virtually all the increase to the growth

in single-parent families.
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are more likely to pool their earn-
ings and receive assistance from
family and friends. In addition,
men who are married typically
work longer hours and earn more.  

This research does not tell us
whether those who marry have
attributes—such as commitment,
loyalty, and future orientation—
that distinguish them from those

who don’t marry and may help
explain their decisions to marry
and their success in marriage and
in work. Nevertheless, the research
suggests that if we knew how to
help more low-income parents
marry and stay married, family
economic hardship would be less-
ened, and, presumably, children
would be better off.

That being said, focusing on the
effects of family structure on
income is only half the story.
Single parenthood is both a cause
and an effect of poverty. We know
that many single mothers may find
themselves poor in part because
they view the unemployed and
under-educated fathers of their
children to be unattractive mar-
riage partners.13 So they do not
marry. For those who do marry,
chronic economic hardship, lack of
child care, bad housing, and vio-
lent neighborhoods can wreak
havoc on couples’ relationships and
may often lead to breaking up.14 In
short, money matters in both

forming and sustaining marriage.
So, even if encouraging low-
income couples to marry may help
improve their economic situation,
federal and state governments
should not rely on marriage pro-
motion as the centerpiece of their
strategy to help reduce poverty.

Interestingly enough, new evi-
dence suggests that income sup-
port strategies may have the added
benefit of increasing marriage rates
and marital stability. For example,
the Minnesota Family Investment
Program (MFIP), a pilot demon-
stration that subsidized the earn-
ings of employed welfare families
but included no explicit marriage
promotion activities, increased
marriage rates for single-parent,
long-term recipients and reduced
divorce rates among two-parent
families. MFIP also reduced the
rates of domestic violence.15

Shouldn’t It Be 
Marriage-Plus?

The current debate about marriage
is in danger of becoming overly
politicized. Yet since most
Americans—rich and poor—
continue to value marriage, get
married, and want their marriages
to succeed, it should be possible to
forge an approach that would
receive broad support—one that
we call Marriage-Plus. The com-
plex patterns of contemporary
families require more nuanced 
policy responses than are being
proposed by some proponents of
marriage promotion. For example,
since men and women often have
children by more than one partner,
it is not always clear who one
should encourage to marry
whom.16 Thus, the “plus” in
Marriage-Plus signifies a set of

broader goals, more flexible and
comprehensive strategies, and
more diverse actors than described
in many of the current marriage
promotion proposals.17

Goals. The primary purpose of
any marriage promotion initiative
should be to promote the well-
being of all children. Thus, the
Marriage-Plus approach has two
goals. First, society should try to
help more children grow up with
their two biological, married par-
ents in a reasonably healthy, stable
relationship. This would include
working to prevent teen and out-
of-wedlock childbearing. However,
for many children, marriage is not
a feasible or desirable option for
their parents. Thus, the second
goal is to help these parents—
whether never-married, separated,
or divorced—to be financially
responsible and cooperate, when-
ever appropriate, in raising their
children. These are not alternative
goals. Children need us to pursue
both.

Principles. The Marriage-Plus
approach is guided by several prin-
ciples. “Healthy” marriage, not
marriage for its own sake, should
be encouraged and supported.
Participation in marriage-related
programs should be voluntary.
Strategies should be designed
based on the best available
research evidence and tailored to
meet the diverse needs of different
populations. For example, low-
income parents may need both
economic resources and non-eco-
nomic supports to increase the
likelihood of stable, healthy mar-
riages and/or better co-parenting
relationships. Finally, a Marriage-
Plus approach focuses more on the
front end (making marriages better

The complex patterns of contemporary 

families require more nuanced policy responses

than are being proposed by some proponents 

of marriage promotion.



to be in) rather than the back end
(making marriages more difficult
to get out of ).

Actors. A Marriage-Plus approach
is not the responsibility of govern-
ment alone. It recognizes that
many parts of the community—
including the legal, education,
health, business, faith, and media
sectors—all have important roles
to play and need to work in part-
nership with public officials to pur-
sue these goals. 

Strategies of a 
Marriage-Plus 
Approach

States and communities are begin-
ning to try out a range of eco-
nomic, legal, and educational
strategies to strengthen marriage
and reduce divorce and out-of-
wedlock childbearing.18 Consistent
with the principles of a Marriage-
Plus approach, several of these 
initiatives are reaching out to
involve potential critics to ensure
that necessary protections against
coercion and domestic violence are
in place, and that services offered
are inclusive and sensitive to the
diversity of participants’ back-
grounds. In Oklahoma, for exam-
ple, the Governor’s Marriage
Initiative is working closely with
the domestic violence community,
and is building capacity to provide
statewide relationship skills work-
shops to couples of all income lev-
els, whether married or unmarried,
as well as to single parents. Within
Michigan’s Greater Grand Rapids
Community Marriage Policy—
a multi-sector, community-wide
initiative—a group of African-
American pastors created a task
force to develop marriage promo-
tion activities that would be rele-

vant for the couples in their com-
munity. 

Here are some examples of activi-
ties that could be included in a
Marriage-Plus approach:19

■ Reduce program and policy dis-
incentives to marriage, and pro-
vide a package of “hard” and
“soft” services to low-income,
unmarried parents around the
time of the birth of their child to
help stabilize their relation-
ship—and, for those who are
interested, to facilitate and sup-
port their marriage. “Soft” serv-
ices are relationships skills and
marriage education workshops,
financial management classes,
and peer support groups, while
“hard” services could include job
training and placement, housing,
medical coverage, and substance
abuse treatment, if necessary.

■ Provide job assistance and better
paying jobs for low-income men,
as well as women, to help them
be responsible, involved, and
cooperative parents and, per-
haps, become more attractive as
marriage partners.

■ Increase investment in efforts
that reduce out-of-wedlock
childbearing, especially pro-
grams that have been proven to
prevent teen pregnancy, since 80
percent of teen births are non-
marital. 

■ Institute workplace policies to
lessen work/family stresses on all
couples. Research has found that
married couples with children
who work night and rotating
shifts are at a higher risk of 
separation and divorce.

■ Educate young people and those
who want to marry and stay
married about the skills and 
attitudes necessary to have
healthy relationships and good
marriages.

■ Encourage and stabilize mar-
riage in low-income populations
by reducing economic stress and
poverty.

Conclusion

In sum, a Marriage-Plus approach
would offer a number of options
for states and communities to con-
sider when designing policies and
programs to strengthen couples
and marriage, reduce out-of-wed-
lock childbearing, and promote
child well-being. But first the
groundwork needs to be laid. It
took two decades of welfare-to-
work demonstrations before the
public was ready to support
national welfare reform legislation.
Similarly, in the couples and mar-
riage arena, federal and state gov-
ernments must move forward
cautiously, informing and educat-
ing the public along the way. Since
little is known about what works to
strengthen marriage, policy should
encourage the development of
flexible, creative approaches and
should support sound, rigorous
evaluation of new ideas before
applying them widely. Such an
approach will not only lead to
more effective policy; it is an
essential step in addressing the
public’s understandable skepticism
about government involvement in
promoting marriage. 
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