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American family life has undergone drastic changes over the last five decades. 

The median age at first marriage has risen sharply over that time, a trend that has 

attracted the attention of a number of family scholars. Less is known, however, about 

those who continue to marry early in a society where such a practice is increasingly rare 

and where the benefits to marriage during young adulthood are thought to be diminishing. 

In this dissertation, I ask specifically (a) what types of people continue to marry early in a 

context where delayed marriage is the norm, (b) how culture can impact marital timing, 

and (c) what effect marriage has on the mental health and well-being of young adults. To 

answer these questions, I analyze survey data primarily from the first and third waves of 

the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, a panel study of American 

adolescents that began in 1994-95 and tracked its respondents into young adulthood in 

2001-02. The results suggest that a significant minority of young adults—25% of women 

and 16% of men—marry early, and early marriage occurs most frequently among young 

 



 

adults with low educational trajectories and who come from families with more limited 

resources. These young adults are typically found in rural communities and in the 

Southern United States, and they tend to identify with conservative religious traditions 

like conservative Protestantism and Mormonism. Culture, in the case of involvement in a 

religious community, can shape marriage timing by limiting the appeal of cohabitation, 

increasing marital desires and expectations, and by reducing perceived conflict between 

marriage and higher education. Moreover, a prevailing cultural schema that prescribes 

full time work as a prerequisite for marriage keeps even young adults who wish they 

were married from doing so. Finally, young adults who are married or engaged exhibit 

the best mental health in young adulthood. These findings suggest that demographic and 

cultural shifts in marriage have not spread evenly throughout the population, and despite 

its poor reputation early marriage may have some benefits for young adults. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
[F]rom the marriages which have fallen under my observation, I am rather inclined to 
think that early ones stand the best chance for happiness. The tempers and habits of the 
young are not yet become so stiff and uncomplying as when more advanced in life; they 
form more easily to each other, and hence many occasions of disgust are removed. And if 
youth has less of that prudence which is necessary to manage a family, yet the parents 
and elder friends of young married persons are generally at hand, to afford their advice, 
which amply supplies that defect; and by early marriage youth is sooner formed to 
regular and useful life; and possibly some of those accidents or connections that might 
have injured the constitution or reputation, or both, are thereby happily prevented. 

~Benjamin Franklin, Pennsylvania Packet, October 30, 1789 
 
As focused as we young adults are on self-development, what if the path to that 
development is actually learning to live with and love another person? We may be 
startled to find that the greatest adventure lies not in knowing oneself as much as in 
knowing and committing to another person…Did I get married too young? I may not 
have the freedom to globetrot at my own leisure or to carouse at a bar late into the night. 
But when I step into our 500-square-foot one-bedroom apartment, warmly lighted and 
smelling of fresh flowers and baked bread, I do have the freedom to kiss my beautiful wife 
and best friend—the woman I pledged to always love and cherish, and to raise a family 
with. I have no regrets.           

~David Lapp, Wall Street Journal, February 12, 2010 
 

As these two quotes illustrate, the question of marriage timing, and early marriage in 

particular, has been on the minds of Americans since the foundation of the union and 

continues to be debated in today’s public discourse. Americans have witnessed a 

dramatic shift in marital timing over the last 50 years as the median age at first marriage 

in the United States has increased from 22.8 for men and 20.3 for women in 1960 to 28.1 

and 25.9, respectively, in 2009 (United States Census Bureau 2009a). Along with other 

changes in the American family over the past half century—most notably the rise in 

cohabitation, nonmarital fertility, and divorce—the climbing age at first marriage has 
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garnered a significant amount of attention from both scholars and public intellectuals. 

The bulk of the inquiry, however, has focused on why young people, on average, are not 

marrying as early as they once did. Certainly this is an important question. Mostly absent 

from the discussion, however, is why some Americans still continue to marry young at a 

time when marriage is no longer required for economic survival, and things once socially 

acceptable only in a marital relationship—sex, living with a partner, and childbearing—

are now widely accepted in other contexts.  

 Answering this question has important ramifications for understanding the 

meaning of marriage in the contemporary United States. Cherlin (2004) argues that 

marriage underwent two major changes in meaning during the 20th century. The first was 

a shift from an institutional model of marriage to a companionate model of marriage, 

which emphasized the emotional bond between husband and wife. Love, rather than 

economic security, became the basis for a marital relationship. Men and women in 

companionate marriages drew satisfaction from fulfilling their marital roles—being good 

providers (in the case of men), good homemakers (in the case of women), and good 

parents. Marriage remained the only acceptable relationship in which to have sex and 

children. Over the last half of the 20th century, however, the companionate marriage gave 

way to what Cherlin (2004:852) calls “individualized marriage.” Like companionate 

marriage, individualized marriage places a premium on satisfaction, but satisfaction in 

individualized marriages is no longer found in fulfilling marital roles; it is found in self-

development and personal expression. This shift has been buoyed by larger cultural shifts 
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emphasizing individualism (Bellah, Madsen, Sullivan, Swidler, and Tipton 1985) and the 

therapeutic (Hackstaff 1999).  

 At the same time as this shift in the meaning of marriage transpired, the practical 

benefits of marriage waned. Today nearly 95% of Americans will have premarital sex 

(Finer 2007), and data from the 2008 General Social Survey suggests that a majority of 

Americans—about 55%—believes premarital sex is not at all wrong, compared to just 

about 28% who said the same in 1972 (analysis not shown). Cohabitation has increased 

drastically, from just about 440,000 couples in 1960 to about 6.7 million in 2009 (Casper 

and Bianchi 2002; United States Census Bureau 2009b). According to the Monitoring the 

Future study, a majority of high school seniors agree that it is a good idea to live together 

before marriage and that having a child outside of marriage is experimenting with a 

worthwhile lifestyle or not affecting anyone else (National Marriage Project 2009). 

Changing gender roles, including the entry of women into the labor force on a mass scale, 

has reduced the economic necessity of marriage for many women (Cherlin 1992; 

Hackstaff 1999). Cherlin (2004) notes marriage does retain one benefit, the benefit of 

“enforceable trust.” That is, that the legal and social agreements married individuals enter 

into make it more difficult for a married couple to break off the relationship. But Cherlin 

(2004) further notes that this benefit, too, is diminishing, and marriage remains important 

because of its symbolic significance, not its practical significance. Marriage has come to 

be viewed not as the foundation of adulthood, but as the capstone to adulthood. It is 

entered into only after one has passed several other markers on the transition to 
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adulthood, most notably completing one’s education and establishing a career. Thus, 

marriage is typically delayed in the life course. 

 Yet the definition of marriage and the benefits associated with it have not changed 

uniformly for all Americans. Some Americans continue to marry young and to view 

marriage as a formative institution rather than as a capstone. Cohabitation, premarital sex, 

and nonmarital childbearing, for some, remain morally suspect—or at least something 

their parents or grandparents would never allow. This study highlights the characteristics 

and contexts that lead young adults to resist this new understanding of marriage and its 

alternatives and to marry earlier in their life course. It highlights how cultural, economic, 

and demographic factors can slow or hasten the diffusion of cultural shifts in meaning 

with respect to marriage and family processes. 

 Understanding why some young adults marry also has important implications for 

what has become known as a new stage in the life course, “emerging adulthood” (Arnett 

2004), typically defined as ages 18-30. This new life stage, according to Arnett (2004), is 

characterized by five key features: It is an age of identity exploration, instability, self-

focus, feeling in-between, and seemingly limitless possibilities. Popular television 

programs like Seinfeld, Friends, and Sex in the City have instantiated and perhaps even 

glorified this stage of life. For many of today’s young adults, marriage and family 

formation are at odds with the central tenets of emerging adulthood, specifically the ideas 

that young adults are to explore possibilities available to them and better understand who 

they are as individuals. With these as pressing concerns, marriage is not only off the radar 

screen, but it is viewed as unwise. Marriage potentially eliminates independence, 
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spontaneity, and opportunities that may arise for those who have not “settled down.” The 

specter of divorce also looms large in the minds of young adults, who tend to think that 

postponing marriage will lead to a better marital match (Whitehead and Popenoe 2000). 

Moreover, most young adults report that it is extremely important for them to be 

financially set before they marry (Whitehead and Popenoe 2001). Indeed, the social 

scientific literature on marital timing points to both cultural and structural barriers to 

marriage, detailed below, during early adulthood that have contributed to the rise in the 

age at first marriage over the last half century.  

 Many social commentators have argued that the culture of emerging adulthood is 

far from innocuous and has negative effects on the future family lives of young adults, 

especially young men. Today’s young men are derisively referred to as “child-men” 

(Hymowitz 2008) or “boy-men” (Cross 2008) who inhabit “Guyland” (Kimmel 2008), a 

noxious world of parties, video games, and casual sex. This climate is not conducive to 

developing good husbands and fathers, some argue (Hymowitz 2008), and women are left 

to wonder “why there are no good men left” (Whitehead 2003) and to worry about their 

fertility and ticking biological clocks (Hymowitz 2007). Some women have even 

suggested “settling” for a less-than-ideal husband if he seems like an acceptable father, 

which is seen as preferable to raising a child alone or remaining childless (Gottlieb 2008).  

 The extent to which these observers are correct about the nefarious nature of 

emerging adulthood is not readily apparent, but the pervasiveness of emerging adult 

culture is almost certainly overstated for the simple reason that nearly all of the 

discussion on contemporary young adults ignores the nontrivial proportion of them who 
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marry young. Despite the drastic increase in the age at first marriage, 19% of 20–24-year-

olds—including 13% of men and 25% of women—have married (United States Census 

Bureau 2006). But social scientists know very little about the lives of these young people. 

As Whitehead and Popenoe (2004:6) ask in their study of young men, “What about the 

young men who are married? Neither the popular culture nor the research community has 

paid them much mind in recent decades…The popular image of the young male as a 

rolling stone or a slacker drone is now widespread…Knowing something about the 

characteristics and marrying behavior of young married men can help correct this skewed 

image.” Of course, knowing something about young married women would also be 

enlightening. This dissertation adds to our knowledge of these married young adults and 

serves to balance contemporary understanding of young, or “emerging,” adulthood. 

 This study thus makes significant contributions to both the marriage and emerging 

adulthood literature. Its aims are both descriptive and explanatory. Its primary descriptive 

aim is to detail the proportion and characteristics of those who continue to marry young, 

as well as another overlooked group in the social scientific literature—those young adults 

who wish that were married. This brings balance to our understanding of the meaning of 

marriage and the prevalence of “emerging adulthood”; not all young adults have been 

touched equally by these developments. Its primary explanatory aim is to show the role 

that culture—and cultural schemas particularly—plays in marriage timing. The literature 

on marriage timing creates what I argue is a convenient and helpful, but ultimately 

artificial, distinction between structural and cultural factors influencing marriage. I 

highlight specifically the role of religion and why early marriage persists in some 
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religious subcultures. I also show the power that cultural schemas have to delay marriage. 

In the last substantive chapter, I shift my focus to the effect early marriage has on young 

adults (i.e., early marriage as an independent variable rather than a dependent variable). I 

aim to describe the effect early marriage has on the mental health of young adults, as well 

as to explain why this is the case. This is especially important given the present-day 

cultural emphasis on personal expression, satisfaction, and self-development. First, 

however, I provide historical and theoretical background to help make sense of the 

changing age at first marriage and what we know about early marriage and the outcomes 

thereof in young adulthood. 

 
EARLY MARRIAGE IN THE UNITED STATES IN HISTORICAL AND 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 

Citing the rise of the age at first marriage since 1960 highlights the rapidity of family 

change over the past half century—increases in the median marriage age of about one 

year per decade for both men and women—but it also does not tell the complete story. 

The 1950s and 1960s were themselves somewhat of an aberration, a sudden and 

apparently short-lived departure from previous family norms. Though it may not be the 

popular conception, the age at first marriage in the United States has never been static, 

and the age at first marriage has both increased and decreased at different stages of 

American history. Tracing the age at first marriage throughout American history not only 

shows the ebbs and flows of marital timing, but it also sheds light on some of the factors 

that contribute to changes in age at marriage. 
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 There is some disagreement about the age at first marriage in the United States 

during colonial times though 1850. The writings of Benjamin Franklin suggest a younger 

marrying age in the United States, and Haines (1996) argues that men and women 

married younger in the British colonies than they did in England. Men, his evidence 

suggests, married in their mid-20s, while women married in their late teens or early 20s. 

In England, men married in their late-20s and women in their mid-20s. These differences 

are attributed to heightened economic opportunity for men in the United States, which 

makes men ready for marriage at a younger age, and an imbalanced sex ratio that led 

women to marry very early. But Fitch and Ruggles (2000) contend that these estimates 

are biased downward and there was no meaningful difference in the marriage ages of 

colonists and those who remained in England.  

 Less contested is the fact that the median age of first marriage increased 

somewhat during the 19th century until reaching a peak in 1890, with the median age of 

marriage reaching 26 for men and 22 for women. Because the United States mirrored the 

Western European model of marriage, which held economic independence as a 

prerequisite for marriage, the declining availability of land during this time delayed entry 

into marriage (Fitch and Ruggles 2000). After 1890, however, the marriage age began a 

steady decline—accompanying the industrialization of the economy and the growth of 

well-paid employment for young men. Then, post-World War II, there was a precipitous 

decline in the age at first marriage for both women and men, reaching its nadir around 

1960, a development again attributable to the expansion of the economy and the 

availability of high-wage jobs for young men (Haines 1996; Fitch and Ruggles 2000). 
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The age at first marriage then began its climb as “family wages” for men began to 

disappear (Hackstaff 1999). 

 Given the correlation between marital timing and men’s economic opportunity 

throughout American history, as well as the findings from her own empirical analysis, 

Oppenheimer (1988:582) claimed two decades ago that “[s]ome or even most of the 

changes [in the age at first marriage] are tied into changes in young men’s economic 

position—just as they have always been” (emphasis in original). Although this claim is 

still debated, much of the individual-level analysis of marital timing points to men’s 

economic opportunity as a key determinant of marital timing. Men with more economic 

resources—those with higher incomes, more stable employment, and homes—are more 

likely to marry earlier (Lloyd and South 1996). Men with more difficult career transitions 

marry later (Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, and Lim 1997). Men with higher earnings potential 

marry earlier (Xie et al. 2003). Though some claim that women’s increasing economic 

opportunity has decreased their incentive to marry, there is little individual-level data to 

support this claim. Rather, women’s economic standing tends to improve their standing in 

the marriage market and speed their entry into marriage (Sweeney 2002; Sweeney and 

Cancian 2004).  

 Why are men’s economic prospects and marital timing linked? The clearest 

explanation has been offered by Valerie Oppenheimer (1988). Oppenheimer, operating 

within a job-search theory framework, argues that factors influence marital timing to the 

extent that they either facilitate or impede assortative mating. So not only does men’s 

economic standing determine their current ability to survive independently, but their 
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uncertain economic prospects add uncertainty to the marital search process. In other 

words, being unsure about a man’s career makes it more difficult to estimate his future 

socioeconomic status and means that he is largely an unknown commodity. As the 

economy has shifted toward a professionalized occupational structure during the last half 

century, young men’s labor-market position has declined (Oppenheimer et al. 1997), and 

their career development has been put on hold in favor of increased educational 

attainment. As men take longer to become financially stable, their age at marriage 

increases. Similarly, as women’s economic prospects become increasingly important 

(e.g., Sweeney 2002), their age at marriage has also escalated. Where gender roles are 

more traditional, women marry younger—as they are more of a known commodity. Of 

course, the delay in marital timing is not monocausal. No one suggests that. But, as 

Oppenheimer (1988:586) explains, “[A]s long as men’s economic role in the family 

remains of considerable importance, the nature of the economic prospects of young males 

should continue to be a major factor in the marriage timing of females, as well as of 

males.” 

 As the importance of women’s employment continues to rise, however, the effect 

of men’s employment on marital timing may be weakening. For example, there is some 

evidence to suggest that men’s economic prospects have a weaker effect on marital 

timing now than they did a generation ago (Sassler and Goldscheider 2004). Moreover, 

the economic prosperity of the 1990s did not reverse the upward trend in age at first 

marriage, though it may have slowed its ascension (Lichter, McLaughlin, and Ribar 

2002). So what other factors contribute to the rising age at first marriage?  
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 Structural and economic realities can contribute to shifting attitudes about 

marriage and its place in the life course, an idea that blurs the line between the structural 

and cultural explanations for marriage timing. Many young adults now feel they cannot 

afford to get married (Regnerus and Uecker forthcoming). In an interesting shift, 

marriage is no longer viewed as a means to economic survival, but rather a relationship to 

be entered only after economic survival is assured. Economic attitudes are not the only 

attitudes contributing to delayed marriage, however. Changing attitudes toward sex, 

cohabitation, and nonmarital childbearing—which themselves stem from the gender and 

sexual revolutions (Mintz and Kellogg 1988) and the advent of effective contraceptive 

technology (e.g., The Pill) (Lesthaeghe 1995)—are a key part of the story. These things 

can often be had outside of marriage with little or no repercussions.  

 A number of other cultural phenomena have contributed to the rising marriage age 

as well. Many demographers have suggested that economic and structural forces are 

insufficient to explain changes in family formation, and instead suggest a cultural shift 

away from institutional, communal, and social influences on demographic behavior 

toward individualized decision-making based on individual freedom and personal tastes 

(Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 1988; Bumpass 1990; Frank and McEneaney 1999; South 2001). 

As a result, young people in the contemporary United States are likely to base their 

marital decisions on subjective, individualistic criteria such as an “emotional” or 

“spiritual” connection (Whitehead and Popenoe 2000). Nearly all of young adults—

94%—report that a marriage partner should first and foremost be a soulmate, and 87% 

believe they will find their soulmate when they are ready to get married (Whitehead and 
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Popenoe 2001). Furthermore, four out of five young adults view marriage as a totally 

private relationship (Whitehead and Popenoe 2001), and young men receive little added 

pressure from employers, friends, church, society or family to marry (Whitehead and 

Popenoe 2000, 2002). Indeed, the trend appears to be leading toward what Giddens 

(1992) calls “the pure relationship,” an intimate relationship that forms and persists as an 

end unto itself and can be exited when the relationship no longer provides satisfaction. 

 This trend toward individuation has ushered in what Hackstaff (1999) calls a 

“culture of divorce” defined by three core tenets: marriage is an option, marriage is 

contingent, and divorce is a gateway. No-fault divorce paved the way legally for the 

increasing divorce rates of the 1970s and 1980s (and the plateauing rates thereafter), and   

young adults’ experiences with the divorces of their parents’ generation have instilled in 

in them a fear of divorce (Whitehead and Popenoe 2000). Fully 60% of young adults in 

their late 20s report that one of their biggest concerns about marriage is that it will end in 

divorce (Whitehead and Popenoe 2001). Roughly 40% of high school seniors believe it is 

less than very likely that they will marry and remain married to the same person for the 

rest of their life (National Marriage Project 2009). Many young adults thus extend their 

marital search in hopes of finding the best match.  

 Others assign causality to increasing economic aspirations and market 

orientations (Lesthaeghe 1995). The list of items considered “necessities” by Americans 

has expanded tremendously as people have become exposed to more products through 

workplace-based social groups and television advertisements (Schor 1998). With 

consumerism and materialism on the rise, potential impediments to educational 
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attainment and career development such as marriage took a backseat, and many young 

adults report they cannot afford to marry (Regnerus and Uecker forthcoming). A number 

of other factors lead young adults to postpone marriage, including the desire to “figure 

out who you are,” believing it is too early to have children, wanting to travel the world, 

encountering parental resistance, and pursuing sexual chemistry (Regnerus and Uecker 

forthcoming). Additional explanations certainly exist—this is not intended to be an 

exhaustive list—but for my purposes it is sufficient to say that the age at first marriage is 

and has been on the rise, and both structural and cultural shifts appear to be contributing 

to this shift, both independently and interactively. 

 
THE CONSEQUENCES OF EARLY MARRIAGE 

It could be argued that we already know everything we need to know about young 

married men and women: Their marriages are likely to fail. While it is true that a young 

age at first marriage is a reliable predictor of divorce (Teachman 1983; Booth and 

Edwards 1985; Whitehead and Popenoe 2001; Heaton 2002), the association between age 

at marriage and marital stability may be nonlinear. Heaton (2002:406) finds that teenage 

marriage—and perhaps marriage among 20- and 21-year-olds—carries a higher risk of 

marital disruption, but “increasing the age at marriage from 22 to 30 would not have 

much effect on marital stability.” Moreover, Glenn (2005) reports that men and women 

who marry between ages 23 and 27 are the most likely to be in a happy marriage, and 

those who marry between ages 20 and 22 are more likely than those who marry at 28 and 

older to be in a happy marriage. For women, even those marrying before age 20 are more 
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likely to be in a happy marriage than those who marry at 28 and above. In sum, the 

relationship between age at marriage and marital success is less clear than one might 

think from the conventional wisdom on the matter. Still, very early marriage, especially 

teenage marriage, seems an especially risky proposition. Early marriage may have other 

negative consequences as well. Marrying young appears to curb both educational 

attainment and wages (Alexander and Reilly 1981; Marini 1985; Smith and Hooker 1989 

Loughran and Zissimopoulos 2008; Raley, Kim, and Daniels 2010; Raymo, Iwasawa, and 

Lim 2010).  

Nevertheless, there may be benefits to marrying early which are seldom 

discussed. Much social scientific research has documented the positive effects of 

marriage on mental health, but it is less clear if and how these gains apply to the young 

adult population. With an increasing focus on self-development and expressive 

individualism, understanding early marriage’s effect on mental health and emotional 

well-being is important. 

 
OVERVIEW OF THIS STUDY 

This study does not directly investigate the trend in the age at first marriage, but rather 

focuses on a contemporary cohort of American young adults and seeks to determine who 

marries young, why they do so, why they do not do so, and what effect their decision to 

marry has on their emotional well-being. Chapter 2 begins by providing an updated 

description of how many young adults continue to marry early and the characteristics of 

these young people. Doing so orients us to the types of young adults that are the focus of 
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this study. Chapter 3 then moves on to address the question of why some young adults 

marry young. This chapter draws on a recent theoretical development in family 

demography, the theory of conjunctural action (Johnson-Hanks, Morgan, Bachrach, and 

Kohler 2006), to explain why traditional approaches to explaining marriage timing—a 

structure-versus-culture or economics-versus-culture approach—are ultimately lacking. 

Using the case of religion, I show how culture (i.e., cultural schemas) has the power to 

affect the influence of economic factors (i.e., resources) on marriage timing and shape 

other family-related attitudes that determine entry into marriage. In Chapter 4, I continue 

to draw on the theory of conjunctural action to show how a cultural schema that 

prioritizes career establishment serves to delay marriage even among the significant 

minority of young adults who wish that they were married. Finally, in Chapter 5 I 

evaluate the role that early marriage plays in the mental health of young adults. Taking a 

life course perspective, I explore if, why, and in which contexts marriage affects the 

mental health of young adults. Each of these chapters uses quantitative data from the first 

and third waves of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (“Add 

Health”), a nationally-representative panel study begun in 1994-1995 (Wave 1) when 

respondents were in middle and high school and followed up in 2001-2002 (Wave 3) 

when respondents were mostly ages 18-25. More detailed information about these data 

appears in each chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

WHO MARRIES EARLY? 

 
Changes in marriage, cohabitation, divorce, remarriage, and nonmarital fertility over the 

past 60 years have fueled debates among policymakers, scholars, and laypeople alike 

about the future of the family. In addition to documenting these shifts and their effect on 

the well-being of children and adults, family scholars are thinking more critically about 

the causes that underlie these changes (Seltzer et al. 2005). Among the more notable 

changes is an evident shift in the union formation patterns of young adults, marked by a 

delay in the age at first marriage and an increase in cohabitation. According to the U.S. 

Census Bureau, the median age at first marriage has climbed to about 28 years for men 

and 26 years for women, increases of five and six years, respectively, since 1960 (United 

States Census Bureau 2009a). The number of cohabiting households has experienced a 

similarly rapid and substantial increase, rising from about 440,000 in 1960 to 6.7 million 

in 2009 (Casper and Bianchi 2002; United States Census Bureau 2009b). As a result, 

family researchers have largely abandoned the sociological study of early marriage and 

chosen to focus on explanations for why people are not marrying in early adulthood. Yet 

a nontrivial proportion of young people continue to marry at young ages: 19% of 20–24-

year-olds—including 13% of men and 25% of women—have married (United States 

Census Bureau 2006). Those who marry young face significant hurdles, including 

impediments to their educational attainment (Alexander and Reilly 1981; Marini 1985; 

Smith and Hooker 1989; Raley, Kim, and Daniels 2010) and the long-term success of 
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their marriage (Teachman 1983; Booth and Edwards 1985; Heaton 2002). Thus, it is 

important to focus not only on why people are avoiding marriage during young 

adulthood, but also on why a significant minority of young adults continue to marry early 

at a time when economic survival is possible outside of marriage and cohabitation and 

premarital sex are increasingly normative and socially acceptable.  

Given that many predictors of early marriage have not been static across this 

recent period of significant family change (South 2001; Wolfinger 2003), previously 

identified correlates and causes of early marriage may not predict marriage among 

contemporary young adults. Indeed, one of the central principles of the life course 

perspective is that individuals’ historical context matters, that their social trajectories are 

a function of the “interplay of human lives with their historical times and places or 

ecologies” (Elder 1995:107). Americans coming of age at the turn of the 21st century 

encounter a different social landscape than birth cohorts who came of age several decades 

before—the focus of nearly every in-depth study of early marriage. Using a sample of 

contemporary young adults from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health 

(Add Health), this study examines the prevalence and characteristics of young adults who 

marry early in an effort to expand and update research on marriage during the transition 

to adulthood in the contemporary United States. Before turning to the present study, 

however, I first review what previous research has revealed about early marriage.  
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BACKGROUND 

Research has shown marital timing is affected by an individual’s demographic 

characteristics. Women marry younger than men (Goldscheider and Waite 1986; Johnson 

and Dye 2005). Race-ethnic differences in marital timing are also pronounced. Hispanics 

are the most likely to marry young, followed somewhat closely by Whites and more 

distantly by Asians and Blacks (Michael and Tuma 1985; Teachman, Tedrow, and 

Crowder 2000; Glick, Ruf, White, and Goldscheider 2006). Moreover, geographic 

location has also been found to be associated with early marriage. Individuals who live in 

the southern U.S. are more likely to marry at young ages, as are people living in 

nonmetropolitan areas (Goldscheider and Waite 1986; McLaughlin, Lichter, and Johnson 

1993; Bramlett and Mosher 2002). These young people, especially women, may be less 

likely to receive economic support from their parents, to perceive viable options outside 

of marriage, or to perceive an undesirable marriage market (McLaughlin et al. 1993).  

Parents and family background have also been shown to influence early marriage. 

The resources provided by an individual’s family of origin appear to be extremely salient 

for a young person’s decision to marry. People whose parents have higher educational 

attainment and financial assets are less likely to marry young (Axinn and Thornton 1992), 

possibly because (a) families with more abundant economic resources can provide 

alternative living situations for their older children, especially daughters (Waite and 

Spitze 1981), (b) individuals are in less of a hurry to leave these types of homes 

(Thornton 1991), (c) individuals from these homes desire a higher standard of living 

(South 2001), or (d) these young people are more likely to attend college themselves.  
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Although socioeconomic resources are an important way families of origin 

influence marital timing, they are not the only way. Some evidence suggests that family 

structure plays an important part in marital timing, though the evidence has hardly been 

conclusive. A number of studies suggest single parenting has little effect on early 

marriage (Michael and Tuma 1985; Aquilino 1991; Lloyd and South 1996; Goldscheider 

and Goldscheider 1998), yet others find children from single-parent families are less 

likely to marry young (Goldscheider and Goldsheider 1993; Glick et al. 2006). At the 

same time, individuals from stepfamilies appear more likely to marry early (Michael and 

Tuma 1985; Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1993; Glick et al. 2006). The weakening 

influence of family structure over time may explain some of these disparate findings 

(Wolfinger 2003).  

In addition to family structure, the marital timing of parents may be an important 

factor that predicts marital timing among young people: Children of mothers who married 

young are more likely both to marry and to cohabit at earlier ages (Thornton 1991). 

Marital timing also varies widely by religious traditions. On one end of the spectrum are 

Catholics, Jews, and the religiously unaffiliated, who are prone to delay marriage. 

Mainline Protestants fall somewhere in the middle of the spectrum, whereas conservative 

Protestants and Mormons are the most likely to marry young (Lehrer 2004; Xu, 

Hudspeth, and Bartkowski 2005). These patterns are generally reflective of the degree of 

emphasis placed on familism in these traditions (Xu et al. 2005). (Although the official 

teachings of the Catholic Church are quite pro-family, Xu and colleagues (2005) argue 

that American Catholicism has downplayed the importance of marriage since the 1960s.) 
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As young people age and (typically) leave home, family influence may give way 

to the influence of individuals’ own attitudes and behaviors (South 2001). The role of 

religiosity (i.e., the strength of religious commitment) in early marriage is not entirely 

clear. Earlier research suggested that religiosity hastened marriage (Thornton, Axinn, and 

Hill 1992), but evidence from the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth indicates that 

increased religious service attendance has no effect on marital timing (Lehrer 2004). 

Church attendance, however, is only one aspect of religiosity. Religious salience, or an 

individual’s self-reported importance of religion, may signal a person’s internal 

commitment to the religion and its teachings. One reason religion may spur marriage is 

that religious traditions nearly universally proscribe premarital sex. Indeed, young people 

who sign a pledge to remain abstinent from sex until marriage—an idea with Southern 

Baptist origins—move more quickly into marriage (Brückner and Bearman 2005). 

Young people’s educational characteristics may also be important predictors of 

marriage in early adulthood, especially among women. Women with higher test scores 

and higher levels of educational engagement (i.e., being prepared for class), as well as 

those who graduate from high school, are less likely to marry early. The findings for men 

are more muted, but men’s school engagement is also associated with lower rates of early 

marriage (Glick et al. 2006). On the other hand, young adults who do not complete high 

school may not view marriage as a viable option (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Smock, 

Manning, and Porter 2005). 

Perhaps the biggest societal change that may influence early marriage is 

cohabitation. Nearly 60% of all women cohabit before reaching age 24, compared to just 
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33% who marry by age 24 (Schoen, Landale, and Daniels 2007). Much of the recent 

postponement of marriage has been attributed to the increase in cohabitation rates among 

young adults (Bumpass, Sweet, and Cherlin 1991; Raley 2000). Raley (2000:20) asserts 

that “cohabitation in some ways substitutes for previously earlier ages at marriage.” 

Cohabitation, then, might be considered a viable pathway out of singlehood for young 

adults. Young people who cohabit during young adulthood may delay or opt out of 

marriage.  

As ought to be evident by now, many of the studies reviewed here are either dated 

themselves or make use of dated samples. Most of the studies are of people who 

transitioned to adulthood in the 1960s, 70s, or 80s, with only a few exceptions. Glick and 

colleagues’ (2006) study uses data from young adults of the early 1990s. Teachman et 

al.’s (2000) overview of family change includes data up to 1998. These studies pay 

particular attention to race/ethnic differences in early marriage, though Glick et al. (2006) 

also examine family structure and educational characteristics. Both South (2001) and 

Wolfinger (2003) also include data from the early 1990s in their studies, yet both of these 

studies reveal weakening effects of family background on early marriage which may have 

continued beyond that point in time. Studies using the 1995 National Survey of Family 

Growth (Lehrer 2004; Raley 2000) examine early marriage among women in the context 

of cohabitation, but Schoen and colleagues’ (2007) analysis of 2001–02 Add Health data 

reveals significant increases in cohabitation since 1995. Indeed, the only studies using 

data from the 21st century (Bramlett and Mosher 2002; Brückner and Bearman 2005; 

Johnson and Dye 2005; Schoen et al. 2007) do not offer an in-depth look at early 
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marriage. Given the continued increase in cohabitation cited by Schoen and colleagues 

(2007), it is important to update and expand our knowledge of early marriage in the 

contemporary United States. 

In light of the findings summarized above, I formulate the following set of 

hypotheses: 

 The gender/race hypothesis: Women will be more likely than men to marry 

early; Whites and Hispanics will be more likely than Blacks and Asians to 

marry early. 

 The geography hypothesis: Young adults who live in the South and in rural 

areas will be more likely than their counterparts to marry early. 

 The family socioeconomic status hypothesis: Young adults with more 

educated parents and from families with higher incomes will be less likely to 

marry early. 

 The parent marital characteristics hypothesis: Young adults from single 

parent families will be less likely to marry early than those whose biological 

parents are married, whereas those from stepfamilies and other family 

structures will be more likely to marry early than those whose biological 

parents are married. Young adults whose parents married earlier will be more 

likely to marry early than young adults whose parents married later or not at 

all. 

 The religious affiliation hypothesis: Young adults who affiliate with 

conservative Protestantism and Mormonism will be more likely than mainline 
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Protestants to marry early, whereas Black Protestants, Catholics, Jews, and the 

nonreligious will be less likely to marry early. 

 The religious behaviors and attitudes hypothesis: Young adults who attend 

religious services more frequently, value religion more highly, and have taken 

an abstinence pledge will be more likely to marry early. 

 The education hypothesis: Young adults who have earned a high school 

diploma will be more likely to marry early, but those with a higher GPA and 

college aspirations will be less likely to marry early. 

 The cohabitation hypothesis: Young adults who have formed a cohabiting 

union will be less likely to marry early than those who have not. 

The life course perspective suggests that recent societal changes in America could lead to 

changing predictors of early marriage and thus some or many of these hypotheses could 

be rejected.  

 
DATA 

 
The data for this study come from Waves 1 and 3 of Add Health. Add Health was funded 

by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) and 17 

other federal agencies. It is a school-based panel study of health-related behaviors and 

their causes, with emphasis placed on social context and social networks. Wave 1 was 

conducted in 1994 and 1995 and consisted of in-depth interviews with 20,745 American 

youth in grades 7–12. Schools included in the study were chosen from a sampling frame 

of U.S. high schools and were nationally representative with respect to size, urbanicity, 
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ethnicity, type (e.g., public, private, religious), and region. A total of 132 schools 

participated in the study, ranging in size from 100 to over 3000 students. Wave 3 was 

conducted in 2001 and 2002, when respondents were 18–28 years old, and consisted of 

interviews with 15,197 of the Wave 1 respondents.  

I dropped the cases for the 875 respondents (6% of the full sample) who lacked a 

valid sample weight, the 32 respondents who lacked valid data for their marital history 

(0.2% of the full sample), and the 125 respondents who were older than 25 at Wave 3 

(0.8% of the full sample) leaving a final analytic sample of 14,165 (93% of full sample). 

Missing values for all other variables were imputed using indicator/dummy variable 

adjustment (Cohen, Cohen, West, and Aiken 2003). Table 2.1 shows descriptive statistics 

for all variables used in the analyses. 

 
MEASURES 

Dependent Variable 

The dependent variable for this study is a binary measure of whether or not the 

respondent married in a given person-year (or, for the table of bivariate statistics, whether 

or not the respondent married before age 23). Respondents reported the month and year 

of their first marriage. This information was compared to their date of birth to determine 

if the respondent married in a particular person-year. Those who married in that person-

year were coded 1 and censored beyond that point; those who had not married were 

coded 0. Respondents who married younger than 18 (n = 129) are grouped with those 

who married at age 18. 



 

Table 2.1. Mean, Range, and Standard Deviation of Measures (N = 14,165) 
 

Variables   Mean Range     SD 
    
Married (Wave 3)     .18 0,1     .39 
Age (Wave 3) 21.77 18 – 25   1.81 
Female     .49 0,1     .50 
White     .68 0,1     .47 
African-American     .16 0,1     .36 
Hispanic     .10 0,1     .31 
Asian     .04 0,1     .19 
Race/ethnicity missing     .01 0,1     .12 
Lives in the south     .39 0,1     .49 
Lives in urban area     .26 0,1     .44 
Lives in suburban area     .58 0,1     .49 
Lives in rural area     .16 0,1     .36 
At least one parent has college degree     .27 0,1     .45 
Parent education missing     .14 0,1     .35 
Family income   4.95 1 – 11   2.42 
Family income missing     .22 0,1     .41 
Biological parents married     .56 0,1     .50 
Single parent family     .22 0,1     .41 
Stepfamily     .13 0,1     .34 
Other family structure     .09 0,1     .39 
Parent married at age 18 or younger     .25 0,1     .43 
Parent married at age 19 or 20     .21 0,1     .41 
Parent married at age 21 or 22     .17 0,1     .38 
Parent married at age 23, 24, or 25     .12 0,1     .32 
Parent married at age 26 or older     .08 0,1     .28 
Parent never married     .04 0,1     .20 
Parent age at marriage missing     .12 0,1     .33 
Conservative Protestant     .19 0,1     .39 
Black Protestant     .12 0,1     .32 
Mainline Protestant     .21 0,1     .40 
Catholic     .24 0,1     .43 
Mormon     .01 0,1     .10 
Jewish     .01 0,1     .09 
Other religion     .09 0,1     .28 
No religion     .12 0,1     .33 
Religious affiliation missing     .02 0,1     .14 
Religious service attendance   2.73 1 – 4   1.19 
Religious service attendance missing     .02 0,1     .15 
Importance of religion   3.03 1 – 4   1.04 
Importance of religion missing     .02 0,1     .15 
Has taken an abstinence pledge     .13 0,1     .33 
Abstinence pledge missing     .01 0,1     .11 
Earned high school diploma (Wave 3)     .81 0,1     .39 
High school diploma information missing (Wave 3)     .00 0,1     .04 
Cumulative high school GPA (Wave 3)   2.57 0 – 4     .76 
Cumulative high school GPA missing (Wave 3)     .20 0,1     .40 
Wants to attend college   4.42 1 – 5   1.04 
Wants to attend college missing     .01 0,1     .08 
Ever cohabited (Wave 3)     .40 0,1     .49 
Ever cohabited missing (Wave 3)     .00 0,1     .05 

 
Note: Unless otherwise noted, all variables are Wave 1 measures.
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Independent Variables 

Past research has identified several characteristics that are predictive of marital timing. I 

separate these characteristics into three different groups: (a) demographic characteristics, 

and (b) family characteristics, and (c) attitudinal and behavioral characteristics. Except 

where indicated below, all independent variables are taken from the Wave 1 survey. 

Demographic characteristics. Because marital timing has varied widely by demographic 

characteristics, I include indicators of gender and race (White, Black, Hispanic, and 

Asian). The urbanicity of the respondent is measured by variables for living in an urban 

area, suburban area, or rural area (created from the school administrator’s report of the 

type of school the respondent attended). I also include a dummy variable for whether the 

respondent lived in the South.  

Family characteristics. To gauge the socioeconomic status of the respondents’ family of 

origin, an ordinal measure of family income and a binary variable for parents’ education 

are included. I also measure the intergenerational transmission of marital timing by 

tapping the respondents’ parent’s (usually the mom’s) age at marriage and family 

structure. The family structure variable is based on the respondent’s family structure at 

age 14 (or at the time of the Wave 1 survey if the respondent was younger than 14), and I 

differentiate among respondents living in families with two biological parents, those 

living with a single biological parent (and no one else), those living in a stepfamily (one 

biological parent and his/her spouse), and those in another type of family. Lastly, 

following the RELTRAD method outlined in Steensland et al. (2000), I assign a religious 

affiliation variable to each respondent. Respondents fall in one of eight categories: 
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conservative Protestant, mainline Protestant, Black Protestant, Catholic, Mormon, Jewish, 

other religion, or no religion. As Steensland et al. (2000) explain, conservative (or 

evangelical), mainline, and Black Protestant groups each have a distinct religious history, 

theology, and culture that may lead to different social attitudes and behaviors among 

adherents.  

Attitudinal and behavioral characteristics. An individual’s decision to marry may also be 

affected by attitudinal and behavioral characteristics. I include two measures of the 

respondent’s religiosity. The first measure, frequency of religious service attendance, taps 

an individual’s involvement in a moral community and their level of public religiosity. 

This measure ranges from never (coded 1) to once a week or more (coded 4). The second 

measure of religiosity, self-reported importance of religion in the respondent’s life, 

captures a more private, subjective aspect of religiosity. This measure ranges from not 

important at all (coded 1) to very important (coded 4). Unfortunately, respondents who 

indicated on the first religion section question (about affiliation) that they had “no 

religion” were subsequently skipped out of all religion questions. Add Health analysts 

have typically assigned the lowest values of attendance and salience to these respondents 

to avoid losing approximately 2,000 nonrandom cases; I do the same. I also incorporate a 

dummy variable for respondents who had taken a formal pledge to remain abstinent until 

marriage. 

I further consider educational attainment, achievement, and aspirations. The 

measure of educational attainment is a dummy variable for respondents who earned their 

high school diploma by the Wave 3 survey (this measure is time-varying, based on the 
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date of high-school completion, in the event-history analysis). Subsequent educational 

attainment is not measured as it may have occurred after the respondent married. To 

measure educational achievement, Add Health collected transcripts from the last high 

school attended by the Wave 3 respondents. From this information, I calculated a 

cumulative high school GPA. Add Health also asked their respondents (at Wave 1) to 

indicate how much they wanted to attend college, on a scale of 1 to 5. This variable 

serves as my measure of educational aspiration. 

Finally, I include a measure of the respondent’s cohabitation history taken from 

the Wave 3 survey. Add Health asked each respondent, “Have you ever lived with 

someone in a marriage-like relationship for one month or more?” Respondents who had 

ever cohabited, either with their future spouse or with someone else, were coded 1 for 

this variable; all others were coded 0. For the event-history analysis, I created a time-

varying cohabitation variable. 

 
ANALYTIC APPROACH 

I begin by presenting the percentage of 23–25-year-old women and men who married 

before age 23 in Add Health Wave 3 by a number of demographic, family, and attitudinal 

and behavioral characteristics (Table 2.2). This provides a basic and straightforward 

overview of the prevalence of young marriage and its correlates. I use age 23 as the 

cutoff for early marriage because of the large number of marriages that occur in the year 

after college graduation (typically around age 22). For many middle-class young adults, 

marriage following college graduation is still considered normative and “on-time,” 
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though it is becoming statistically “early.” Thus, all the marriages considered in this first 

part of our analysis are both statistically and normatively early. I present these simple 

statistics separately for women and men because of the consistent finding that women 

marry earlier than men (Goldscheider and Waite 1986; Johnson and Dye, 2005). 

Although the prevalence of early marriage differs significantly by gender, Table 2.2 

suggests and preliminary analyses confirmed that the factors associated with young 

marriage do not differ by gender (with the exception of race, which I discuss below). 

Thus, in Table 2.3, which uses discrete-time proportional hazards models to predict the 

timing of first marriage among the full sample, I present results from a model that 

includes both women and men. 

To perform the analysis in Table 2.3, a person-year file was created containing 

multiple observations for each respondent, one for each year the respondent lived beyond 

their 18th birthday (an 18-year-old contributes one person-year, a 19-year-old contributes 

two person-years, etc.). The data are censored after first marriage, if applicable. I model 

the hazard as fully non-parametric, using a dummy variable for each year at risk from 

ages 19–25 (age 18 is the reference category). To account for the complex sampling 

design of the Add Health data, I generate all analyses using svy estimators in Stata, which 

account for the primary sampling unit (high school), the region, and the unequal 

probability of being included in the sample. 

 
 

 



 

Table 2.2. Percent of Young Adults Married Before Age 23, Split by Gender, 23–25-Year-Olds 

 Women (n = 2,975) Men (n = 2,900) 

Overall† 25.3 15.6 

Demographic Characteristics   
Race/Ethnicity   
White 29.4a 16.1a 
Black 10.6b   9.3b 
Hispanic 27.5a,c 24.3c 
Asian 16.4b,c 12.3a,b 
Region   
Lives in the south 31.5a 21.4a 
Lives outside the south 21.6b 11.7b 
Urbanicity   
Lives in urban area 24.0a,b 17.3a 
Lives in suburban area 22.4b 13.1a 
Lives in rural area 37.3a 21.1a 

Family Characteristics   
Parents’ Educational Attainment   
At least one parent has college degree 15.9a   9.5a 
No parent has college degree 28.7b 18.7b 
Family Income   
Family income below $30,000 27.3a 19.3a 
Family income above $30,000 24.8a 13.7a 
Structure of Family of Origin   
Biologically parents married 23.5a 15.8a 
Single parent family 22.9a 10.6b 
Stepfamily 26.0a 21.3a 
Other family structure 35.8b 18.1a 
Parent’s Age at Marriage   
Parent married at age 18 or younger 36.1a 22.3a 
Parent married at age 19 or 20 27.4b 17.3a 
Parent married at age 21 or 22 19.9c 11.1b 
Parent married at age 23 or older, or never married 15.1c 10.6b 
Religious Affiliation   
Conservative Protestant 42.8a 24.2a 
Black Protestant 11.4b   8.8b 
Mainline Protestant 28.3c 15.3c,d 
Catholic 16.6d 12.0b,c 
Mormon 39.2a,c,d 29.8a,c,d 
Jewish   < 1.0e   < 1.0e 
Other religion 33.1a,c 20.6a,d 
No religion 25.1c 15.0c,d 
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Table 2.2 continued. Percent of Young Adults Married Before Age 23, Split by Gender, 23–25-Year-Olds 

 Women (n = 2,975) Men (n = 2,900) 
   
Overall† 25.3 15.6 

Attitudinal and Behavioral Characteristics   
Religious Service Attendance   
Attends religious services once a week or more 25.7a 17.9a 
Attends religious service less than weekly 25.6a 15.0a 
Importance of Religion   
Religion is very important 25.3a 18.2a 
Religion is less than very important 25.9a 14.7a 
Abstinence Pledge Status   
Has taken an abstinence pledge 29.2a 17.0a 
Has not taken an abstinence pledge 24.2a 15.2a 
Educational Attainment   
Earned high school diploma 24.6a 15.4a 
Did not receive high school diploma 29.9a 16.4a 
Educational Achievement   
Cumulative high school GPA of 3.0 or higher 21.8a 13.6a 
Cumulative high school GPA below 3.0 25.8a 17.1a 
Educational Aspirations   
Wants to attend college very much†† 22.9a 13.3a 
Wants to attend college less than very much 32.0b 19.4b 
Cohabitation History   
Ever cohabited 25.7a 15.1a 
Never cohabited 25.1a 16.1a 

 
Notes: Percentages under the same heading (e.g., Race/Ethnicity) that do not share subscripts differ at p < .05 according to Wald 
tests with Bonferroni adjustments. All values are weighted. N varies by variable in question because of missing values. 
 

† Overall marriage rates for women and men are significantly different at p < .05. 

†† Reported a “5”—on a scale of 1 to 5—when asked how much they wanted to attend college. 



 

RESULTS 

Table 2.2 reports the percentage of women and men who are married before age 23 by a 

variety of characteristics. Table 2.2 reveals that though early marriage did decline in the 

last several decades, it remained far from rare. Over 25% of women married prior to age 

23, as did more than 15% of young men. Marriage in early adulthood is clearly patterned 

by race. Only 11% of African-American women married before age 23. White and 

Hispanic women had the highest rates of marriage before 23 at nearly 30% each, though 

Hispanic women were not significantly more likely to marry by this point than Asian 

women. Among men, Blacks were also the least likely to marry prior to 23. Just 9% had 

married before this age, compared to 12% of Asian men and 16% of White men. 

Hispanic men were the most likely to marry early: Nearly one quarter were married 

before age 23. 

 Other demographic and family characteristics also played an important role in the 

marital timing of young adults. As the geography hypothesis predicted, early marriage 

was more common for those who grew up in the South and in rural areas. More than 30% 

of all women who lived in the South during adolescence married before their 23rd 

birthday, as did about 37% of those living in rural areas. Young men from the South also 

had higher rates of early marriage, though rural men were not statistically more or less 

likely to marry early than their counterparts. Parental socioeconomic status was also an 

important factor for marrying young in the United States. Only about 16% of young 

women with a college-educated parent, and just about 10% of young men, married prior 

to age 23, compared to 29% and 19% of young women and men, respectively, with no 
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college-educated parent. Rates of early marriage did not differ, however, by family 

income level.  

Parents appear to have transmitted marriage norms intergenerationally. Young 

women who grew up in a home with an “other” family structure (including those living 

with a biological parent and that parent’s cohabiting partner, as well as those living with 

no biological parent) and young men from single-parent families avoided early marriage 

most often. Moreover, parents’ marital timing was also a significant predictor of young 

marriage: For both women and men, those whose parent married before age 21 were 

more likely than their counterparts to be married themselves prior to age 23.  

Marriage in early adulthood varied widely by religious affiliation. More than 42% 

of women who grew up as conservative Protestants married prior to age 23. These 

women were more likely to marry early than Black Protestant, mainline Protestant, 

Catholic, Jewish, and religiously unaffiliated women. Mormon women also had a 

marriage rate near 40%, but courtesy of their small representation in the sample, they did 

not differ significantly from Black Protestant and Jewish women. Jewish, Black 

Protestant, and Catholic women, on the other hand, were among the least likely women to 

marry before age 23. Under 1% of Jewish women, just 11% of women from the Black 

Protestant tradition, and only 17% of Catholic women married early. Mainline Protestant 

women, unaffiliated women, and women from “other” religious traditions occupied a sort 

of middle ground with respect to marriage rates prior to age 23. The pattern of men’s 

early marriage rates by their religious tradition during adolescence was similar to that for 

women, though there were fewer statistical differences among these groups. 
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Nevertheless, conservative Protestants and Mormons were the most likely to marry 

before age 23; religiously unaffiliated men, mainline Protestant men, and men from 

“other” religious traditions fell in the middle of the spectrum; and Catholic, Black 

Protestant, and Jewish men had the lowest early marriage rates. 

Thus far, I have found significant variations in the prevalence of early marriage 

by demographic and family characteristics. The same cannot be said, however, for 

variations by attitudinal and behavioral characteristics. Indeed, the only significant 

difference in marriage rates by these characteristics was among those with differing 

educational aspirations. Both women and men who wanted very much to attend college 

reported a lower prevalence of marriage prior to age 23 than their counterparts. 

Interestingly, religious service attendance and religious salience during adolescence, 

abstinence pledging, high school completion, high school GPA, and even cohabitation 

history were not associated with marriage before age 23 among women or men. 

Table 2.3 presents coefficients and odds ratios from a logistic regression model 

predicting the timing of first marriage. This event-history technique allows for the 

retention of all individuals in the Add Health sample, irrespective of age, and to predict 

the timing of marriage during early adulthood, not just its occurrence. Table 2.3 indicates 

that marriage was slightly less likely at age 19 than at age 18 and substantially more 

likely at age 23. The hazard of marriage for other ages was similar to age 18. This 

baseline hazard likely demonstrates the powerful effects of school enrollment on early 

marriage, with a dip in the risk of early marriage in the first year of post-secondary 

education (age 19) and a spike in the year following a traditional college students’ 



 

Table 2.3. Coefficients and Odds Ratios from Logistic Regression Analysis Predicting Timing of First Marriage 
 

    β SE   eβ 

Demographic Characteristics    
Age 19 -.23** .08   .79 
Age 20 -.15 .12   .86 
Age 21  .03 .12 1.04 
Age 22  .16 .12 1.17 
Age 23  .54*** .11 1.72 
Age 24  .02 .16 1.02 
Age 25 -.82 .47   .44 
Female  .56*** .09 1.74 
Black -.60** .18   .55 
Hispanic  .18 .11 1.20 
Asian -.26 .24   .77 
Lives in the south  .46*** .10 1.58 
Lives in urban area -.02 .12   .98 
Lives in rural area  .34** .10 1.40 

Family Characteristics    
At least one parent has college degree -.41*** .08   .67 
Family income -.04** .02   .96 
Single parent family -.12 .07   .89 
Stepfamily  .17 .09 1.19 
Other family structure  .10 .08 1.10 
Parent married at age 18 or younger  .57*** .14 1.77 
Parent married at age 19 or 20  .45** .15 1.56 
Parent married at age 21 or 22  .29* .14 1.34 
Parent married at age 23, 24, or 25  .13 .16 1.14 
Parent never married  .06 .19 1.06 
Conservative Protestant  .27* .11 1.31 
Black Protestant -.35 .18   .71 
Catholic -.33*** .07   .72 
Mormon  .96*** .18 2.61 
Jewish -.68 .58   .51 
Other religion  .27* .12 1.31 
No religion  .17 .15 1.19 

Attitudinal and Behavioral Characteristics    
Religious service attendance  .05 .03 1.05 
Importance of religion  .13* .05 1.13 
Has taken an abstinence pledge  .13 .08 1.13 
Earned high school diploma (time-varying)  .28** .08 1.32 
Cumulative high school GPA -.12* .05   .92 
Wants to attend college -.08* .03   .92 
Cohabited (time-varying)  .83* .09 2.30 

Constant   -4.03***  .31   ––– 
-2 log likelihood 20,451.32 
 
* p < .05       ** p < .01       *** p < .001 
 
Notes: Reference categories are age 18, White, lives in suburban area, lives with two biological parents, parent married at age 26 
or older, and mainline Protestant. Controls for duration and missing information are included in the model but are not displayed. 
Analysis is based on 63,889 person-years contributed by 14,165 individuals. eβ = exponentiated β.
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graduation (age 23). In interaction models (not shown), the hazard for women and 

respondents from the South was greater at ages 18 and 19 (just after high school) 

compared with men and respondents from outside the South, respectively. Additionally, 

respondents with a higher socioeconomic profile (higher parent education, higher income, 

college aspirations) were less likely to marry right after high school but more likely to 

marry around age 23 (after college). 

The results in Table 2.3 also indicate that demographics and family characteristics 

were important predictors of early marriage at the beginning of the 21st century, as might 

be expected from the bivariate findings in Table 3. Not surprisingly, women were nearly 

twice as likely as men to marry earlier. Despite the strong main effect of gender on early 

marriage, the only significant interaction effects by gender were gender-race/ethnicity 

interactions (not shown). As Table 2.3 indicates, only African-Americans were at lower 

risk than whites to marry earlier, though interactions suggest that Black and Hispanic 

women were more likely than men of these race/ethnic groups to marry early. Black men, 

however, were still less likely than white men to marry early, and Hispanic men were 

more likely to marry early than White men.  

Other demographic and family characteristics played a prominent role in early 

marriage as well. People who grew up in the South were more likely to marry at younger 

ages than those from other parts of the country, net of correlated factors such as 

urbanicity and religious affiliation. Similarly, young adults who grew up in rural areas 

were also more likely to marry younger than those from the suburbs. Parental 

socioeconomic status and marital characteristics also influenced marital timing. The odds 
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of a young person whose parents have a college degree marrying early were 33% lower 

than those of their counterparts, and young adults from families in higher income 

categories also had lower odds of earlier marriage. Young adults from different family 

structures did not vary in their marital timing, but parental marital timing did predict 

early marriage. People whose parent married at age 22 or younger were far more likely to 

marry young themselves. Notably, this was one of the strongest predictors of early 

marriage. 

Religious traditions were also important factors in marriage during early 

adulthood, even after accounting for other factors that might explain the associations, 

such as race, region of residence, and religiosity (among others). Young adults who grew 

up as conservative Protestants, Mormons, and adherents to “other” religions were all 

more likely to marry at younger ages than were mainline Protestants. Catholics were less 

likely than mainliners to do the same, whereas Black Protestants, Jews and unaffiliated 

young adults had similar odds of earlier marriage as mainline Protestants (though the 

Jewish null finding is likely attributable to a small n problem).   

  Attitudinal and behavioral characteristics, such as religiosity, educational 

characteristics, and cohabitation history, also appeared to be associated with early 

marriage. Young adults who reported higher religious salience during adolescence, 

earned a high-school diploma, and cohabited married earlier, whereas those with higher 

high-school GPAs and educational aspirations had a lower likelihood of earlier marriage. 

Although it would be easy to conclude from Table 2.3 that religious service attendance 

and abstinence pledging did not matter for early marriage, this is not quite true. Separate 
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models (not shown) revealed that both church attendance and pledging did hasten 

marriage, but that the effect of these characteristics was attenuated by religious salience. 

Put differently, the influence of religious service attendance and abstinence pledging on 

early marriage was explained by underlying internal religious commitment. Despite the 

significance of all these attitudinal and behavioral characteristics, however, they did not 

explain away the robust effects of demographics and family characteristics.  

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Although much attention has been paid to the increasing age at first marriage in the 

United States, many Americans continue to marry at young ages. More than one quarter 

of young women and more than 15% of young men marry before their 23rd birthday. 

Given early marriage’s known association with marital dissolution, it is important to pay 

adequate attention to these individuals who marry in early adulthood. By documenting 

the prevalence of early marriage and identifying the factors associated with it in a 

contemporary sample of young adults, this study adds to the understanding of marriage 

during the transition to adulthood and highlights the need to pay due attention to the 

segment of the population that marries young. 

 In general, the findings presented here suggest that despite significant and 

substantial changes in union formation behavior among young adults, the factors that 

predict early marriage have remained fairly constant across the last several decades. In 

the absence of trend data, it is impossible for us to say whether the effects of these factors 

have weakened, but they nonetheless remain evident in the Add Health study. Indeed, I 
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found at least partial support for each of my hypotheses except the cohabitation 

hypothesis. The findings for gender and race/ethnicity, geography, family socioeconomic 

status, parent marital characteristics, religious affiliation, religious behaviors and 

attitudes, and education are all largely (though not perfectly) consonant with previous 

findings dating back to the 1970s.  

A few of these findings merit further discussion. First, the finding that young 

adults who cohabit are more likely to marry early is the opposite of what I expected, yet 

is not inexplicable. Even though a decreasing proportion of cohabitations are resulting in 

marriage during young adulthood (Schoen et al. 2007), young adults who cohabit are still 

more likely to move into marriage at younger ages than those who remain single. Thus, 

for at least a minority of cohabitations during early adulthood, cohabitation can be 

viewed as a precursor to marriage. Second, the finding that religious salience during 

adolescence leads to earlier marriage is notable for at least two reasons: It suggests that 

(a) previous studies that have examined only church attendance as a measure of personal 

religiosity (e.g., Lehrer 2004) may overlook the multidimensional aspect of religion, and 

(b) religiosity’s influence on early marriage may be less about the social control that 

comes with participation in a religious community and more about the internalization of 

religious teachings and norms about marriage. Third, the increased likelihood that young 

adults with a high-school diploma will marry early corroborates other research that 

suggests a stable financial status is a necessary prerequisite for marriage (Edin and 

Kefalas 2005; Smock et al. 2005). 
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This study also highlights the persistence of demographic and family 

characteristics in predicting early marriage. Although some family background factors 

like resources and structure may have less of an influence on marital timing now than in 

the past (South 2001; Wolfinger 2003), demographic and family characteristics are robust 

to controls for a number of attitudinal and behavioral characteristics and even 

overshadow those characteristics. South’s (2001) application of the individuation thesis 

in which he argues family exerts less influence on demographic processes now than in the 

past gains little support here, though again I do not have trend data and cannot say 

whether or not these family effects have weakened. 

 Lastly, this study reveals that early marriage continues to occur predominantly 

among young adults from disadvantaged backgrounds. The typical early married is a 

white, rural southerner from a low-SES family with a relatively low educational 

trajectory. This is not the disadvantaged American typically addressed in sociological and 

demographic research, but these persons are nevertheless a significant minority of the 

United States population. Substantial attention has (rightly) been paid to the retreat from 

marriage among the disadvantaged in urban settings (e.g., Carlson, McLanahan, and 

England 2004; Edin and Kefalas 2005; Gibson-Davis, Edin, and McLanahan, 2005), yet 

comparatively little consideration has been given to the disadvantaged individuals in rural 

and southern areas who embrace marriage at an early age—even though they are the most 

likely to do so. Early marriage comes with its own set of difficulties, however, and if 

understanding and supporting all marriages—be they early, on-time, or late—is a goal of 

scholarship and policy, this population should garner more attention from both 
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researchers and policymakers. Simply put, researchers and policymakers need to ask not 

only why people, especially disadvantaged people, don’t get married, but also why they 

do.  
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CHAPTER 3 

CULTURE AND MARRIAGE TIMING: THE CASE OF RELIGION 

 
As Chapter 2 pointed out, the median age at first marriage in the United States is now the 

highest it has ever been: 28 years for men and 26 years for women (United States Census 

Bureau 2009a). These figures will come as no surprise to even the most casual observer 

of trends in American family life, as the marriage age has been on an upward trajectory 

since its nadir in 1960. Many helpful studies seeking to explain this upward trend in the 

marriage age have appeared in the last few decades, the most developed of which detail 

structural economic shifts that have led to the increasing age at first marriage. For 

example, Oppenheimer’s (1988) theory of marital timing, which links men’s and 

women’s marriage timing to the economic prospects of young men, has garnered a great 

deal of empirical support (e.g., Lloyd and South 1996; Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, and Lim 

1997; Xie et al. 2003). But Oppenheimer (1988) does not claim to offer a complete 

explanation of marital timing, instead asserting that young men’s economic uncertainty is 

merely a key factor because of its potential to impede assortative mating. Other recent 

work suggests that although young men’s earning potential is important, other 

socioeconomic factors such as women’s economic standing are becoming more important 

for marital timing than they once were (Sweeney 2002; Sweeney and Cancian 2004).  

In contrast to these economic explanations, other scholars assert that cultural 

factors play an important role in the timing of marriage (e.g., Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 

1988; Lesthaeghe 1995; Xu, Hudspeth, and Bartkowski 2005; Thornton, Axinn, and Xie 
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2007). Lesthaeghe and Surkyn (1988) argue that changes in family formation can be 

attributed to the cultural process of individuation—the increasing emphasis on individual 

freedom and higher-order needs over institutional regulation and lower-order needs with 

respect to family-related attitudes and decision-making. People who value individual 

discretion more highly (vis-à-vis institutional regulation) are more likely to consider 

marriage an outdated institution, to view falling out of love or an unsatisfying sex life as 

grounds for divorce, and to approve of nonmarital childbearing, among other things. 

Thus, according to Lesthaeghe (1995), economic explanations of marriage timing are 

undergirded by cultural shifts toward individuation, and cultural and economic 

explanations are complementary rather than mutually exclusive.1 

Despite this theoretical foundation, cultural explanations of marriage timing are 

limited in at least two important respects. First, there has been very little empirical 

exploration of the pathways through which culture shapes marriage timing. Lesthaeghe 

and Surkyn’s (1988) study does not look directly at marriage timing, and although 

Lesthaeghe’s (1995) study does link higher levels of Protestantism to increasing ages at 

marriage in Western countries, there is no empirical explanation for why this may be. 

Other studies of religion and marriage timing (e.g., Xu et al. 2005) offer a number of 

possible pathways for the relationship between religious characteristics and marriage 

timing but stop short of testing these explanations. 

Second, empirical studies of culture and marriage timing tend to ignore economic 

explanations (Pollak 2000). We read things such as: “Much of the demographic literature 

has focused on socioeconomic predictors of [the delay in age at marriage]. The purpose 
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of this paper was to explore the extent to which religious factors might be a part of the 

explanation” (Eggebeen and Dew 2009:118). Scholars taking a cultural tack are not the 

only ones guilty of parochialism. Those taking a more socioeconomic approach often do 

not even acknowledge the existence of cultural influences, with the exception being a 

recognition of shifts in economic aspirations (e.g., Sweeney 2002). As a vivid example of 

this “divide-and-conquer” approach to theorizing marriage timing, an important volume 

on union formation edited by Waite and colleagues (2000), The Ties that Bind: 

Perspectives on Marriage and Cohabitation, separates the latter half of its chapters into 

two sections: “Values, Attitudes, and Norms about Marriage” and “Economics, Role 

Specialization, and the Returns to Marriage.” The existing studies on marriage timing—

both cultural ones and economic ones—no doubt contribute to our knowledge of marital 

timing, but this bifurcated approach is less helpful in explaining why people—who are 

more than the sum of their socioeconomic and cultural characteristics—marry when they 

do.  

Indeed, family scholars have duly noted the shortcomings of this approach. Not 

only are approaches that ignore one or the other “insufficient” (Lesthaeghe 1995:56) in 

that they may miss the additive effects of either economic or cultural factors on marriage, 

but they may also miss how economic and cultural factors interact with and even 

constitute each other. Those operating from the “ideational perspective” of family change 

argue this point—even if they neither develop nor test such an explanation:  “[W]e 

believe that any comprehensive explanation of family change must consider both 

ideational and structural forces and the ways they interrelate to influence family change” 
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(Jaykody, Thornton, and Axinn 2008:3–4). Pollak (2000:119) makes a similar point: 

“Dynamic interactions between economic and cultural variables may be 

important…[E]conomic variables [may plausibly] influence cultural or preference 

variables…Cultural variables…presumably can affect economic variables.” 

In this study, I attempt to show how culture can influence marriage timing using 

the case of religion in the contemporary United States. In so doing, I seek to move 

cultural studies of marriage timing beyond the realm of speculative explanation by testing 

empirically a number of proposed pathways through which religion may affect marriage 

timing. I also seek to avoid a culture-versus-economics bifurcation by evaluating if and 

how religion shapes socioeconomic factors associated with marriage. The empirical 

models presented here are still far from testing a complete theory of marriage of timing: 

They mostly ignore how economic factors shape cultural ones as well as the role of 

noneconomic structural issues (e.g., marriage market sex ratios) in influencing marriage 

timing, though my theoretical perspective(s) would allow for and even predict these 

processes. But my approach does arguably offer a more complete picture of marriage 

timing than the typical “either-economics-or-culture” approach. Before moving on to the 

empirical analysis, I first articulate two theoretical accounts, one from a sociological or 

anthropological perspective and one from an economic perspective, that explain why 

culture matters for marriage timing and why cultural and economic factors that predict 

earlier marriage may be interrelated. I then discuss what we know about religion and 

marriage timing and theorize about how religion may influence marriage timing.  

 



 

 46

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

A Sociological or Anthropological Explanation: Cultural Schemas and Resources 

From a sociological or anthropological perspective, cultural schemas are core to our 

understanding of human behavior; they allow humans to interpret the world around them, 

they provide scripts for how to think and act in a given situation, and they tell us what is 

good, right, and true (Sewell 1992; Johnson-Hanks et al. 2006). According to Blair-Loy 

(2001:689), cultural schemas are “ordered, socially-constructed…framework[s] for 

understanding and evaluating self and society, for thinking and for acting.” Of course, 

multiple schemas are available to humans in any given situation, and they can be both 

overlapping and contradictory. Some schemas—the most powerful ones—are widely 

accepted and taken for granted as the way things simply are (e.g., people should not 

marry unless they love each other); others are contested and fought over (e.g., people 

should not marry unless they are of the opposite sex).  

Cultural schemas are learned and legitimated though social interactions with 

people or institutions that invoke schemas in different circumstances, meaning an 

individuals’ social location and exposure to different resources—broadly defined as 

anything that instantiates schemas in the physical world (e.g., media, rituals, institutions, 

as well as physical objects) (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2006)—will affect how they view the 

world and how they may act when faced with a similar circumstance down the road. 

Importantly, contra rational-choice approaches, applying schemas is not necessarily a 

strategic decision. Schemas are powerful because they involve not only high-road 

cognitive processes, but also because they are often operate on a visceral level, 
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influencing people’s intuitions, inclinations, aspirations and habitual behavior below the 

level of cognition (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2006; Bachrach et al. 2007). In this way, cultural 

schemas are good predictors of future behavior, even if the people enacting the schemas 

are not able to articulate them (Vaisey 2009). 

 Why then do socioeconomic factors influence demographic processes like 

marriage timing? Resources—including but not limited to economic resources—are 

important only as they are utilized in relation to a schema; these resources are not 

intrinsically valuable, but rather receive value in relation to schemas (Johnson-Hanks et 

al. 2006). Different cultural schemas offer different scripts about when it is appropriate to 

marry. What are traditionally conceived of as economic explanations for marriage timing 

garner a great deal of empirical support because the dominant marriage schema in 

America involves a script that prescribes marriage only after one’s education has been 

completed and only after one has established him- or herself financially and in a career. 

Many observers of the transition to adulthood have noted this script. Townsend’s (2002) 

study of men suggests there is a specific order to how things are to be done—complete 

school, get a job, move out of your parents’ home, live independently, date, meet your 

spouse, spend time together, set up a home, buy a house, and have children—and that 

deviations from this script have to be justified. Similarly, Hogan (1978) and Marini 

(1984) noted that men and women transitioned to adulthood in this socially-prescribed 

manner—school, financial independence, then marriage. Though the pathways to 

adulthood have diversified since those studies were published, the vast majority of young 

adults still finish school and start work before marrying (Mouw 2005). And as it remains 
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the norm in practice, so too does it remain the normative ideal: 80% of unmarried 20–29-

year-olds say that educational pursuits and career development take precedence over 

marriage, and 86% say that a person must be economically set before marriage 

(Whitehead and Popenoe 2001). Qualitative studies of cohabitors (Smock, Manning, and 

Porter 2005) and unmarried mothers (Gibson-Davis, Edin, and McLanahan 2005) 

corroborate that financial security and stability are prerequisites for marriage. While this 

is the dominant script, exposure and adherence to other cultural scripts—such as those 

offered by religious institutions—could change the way individuals think about the 

appropriate context for marriage.  

An Economic Perspective: The Variable-Preference Rational-Actor Model  

In economic models of family formation, rational actors make choices by opting for the 

best alternative of those available to them. Decisions (such as the decision to marry) are 

made, in other words, by weighing one’s preferences and opportunities and opting for the 

path with maximum utility (Pollak and Watkins 1993). Historically, as Pollak and 

Watkins (1993) tell it, economists of the family debated the nature of preferences, with 

Becker and the Chicago-Columbia school advocating fixed or stable preferences (e.g., 

Stigler and Becker 1977; Becker 1981) and Easterlin and the Pennsylvania school 

allowing for variable or endogenous preferences (e.g., Easterlin 1966; Easterlin, Pollak, 

and Wachter 1980). Over time, however, the latter of these schools seems to have won 

out, as even Becker (1996) has backed off his insistence on fixed preferences (Pollak 

2003). Thus, it is somewhat uncontroversial to claim that individuals’ preferences are 

contingent in part on their social context. In demographic research, culture is often drawn 
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upon in this way to explain variation in behavior across time and space where economic 

conditions are identical, or to explain why behavior is stable while economic 

circumstances are changing (Hammel 1990). 

What is more controversial is whether culture operates by structuring opportunity 

or by shaping preferences. Some scholars assert that culture actually has the power to 

influence preferences. As Lesthaeghe and Surkyn (1988:2) explain:  

[T]he transmission or reordering of meaning-giving (ideational) goals—or to use 
Rokeach’s term “the preferable end-states of existence” (such as power, fame, 
wealth, comfort, security, order, equity, salvation, inner peace, continuity, 
harmony, excitement)—through agents of socialization and through the 
individual’s search for meaning-giving beacons in life contributes to the 
specification of the content of what is understood under the blanket term “utility.” 
In short, universes of meaning specify the object of economic optimization.  
 

So, if this is correct, culture can shape the preferences of individuals by altering the 

perceived utility of certain actions according to one’s “universe of meaning.” At the same 

time, culture may also help structure the opportunities available to individuals. For 

example, societies with “traditional” gender norms may provide fewer opportunities for 

women to join the labor force and may raise the economic value of marriage from a 

woman’s perspective. In empirical studies of marriage, however, whether culture 

operates through preferences or opportunities is rarely explored empirically.  

 
RELIGION AND MARRIAGE TIMING 

Religion is a powerful aspect of culture that has been linked to any number of family-

related outcomes in recent years. Secularization—defined as declining religious authority 

in the lives of individuals—is front and center in Lesthaeghe and Surkyn’s (1988) 
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explanation of individuation and subsequent family change. Following Smith (2003:98), I 

define religions as “sets of beliefs, symbols, and practices about the reality of 

superempirical orders that make claims to organize and guide human life.” A growing 

body of research provides evidence that religion is associated with marriage timing in the 

United States. Evidence from several large-scale surveys, such as the National Survey of 

Family Growth, the National Survey of Families and Households, the Intergenerational 

Panel Study of Parents and Children, and the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

Health, suggests that religious affiliation and religious commitment influence marital 

timing (Lehrer 2000, 2004b; Xu et al. 2005; Thornton et al. 2007; Eggebeen and Dew 

2009; Chapter 2). The pattern of influence across religious traditions is generally 

consistent across studies: Mormons and conservative Protestants are the earliest to marry, 

followed by mainline Protestants and Catholics, and then Jews and the religiously 

unaffiliated. Those who are more committed religiously, irrespective of religious 

tradition, are also more likely to marry earlier. What is less clear from these studies is 

why religion is associated with marital timing. Several explanations have been offered 

(Lehrer 2000, 2004b; Xu et al. 2005), but few have been tested empirically, and those 

that have been tested leave many questions to be answered. For example, Thornton and 

colleagues (2007) report that much of religion’s influence on entry into marriage is 

explained by religious young adults’ lower preferred age at marriage and stronger 

positive attitudes about men’s family involvement. Why young adults’ attitudes about 

men’s family involvement would lead to a younger age at marriage is not clear (the 

association is likely to be spurious), and we know nothing about the reasons religious 
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young adults would prefer a younger age at marriage. Drawing and building upon the 

speculative explanations for the connection between religion and marriage timing in these 

earlier studies, I suggest that religion could influence marital timing in several ways: by 

(a) decreasing the value individuals attach to higher education; (b) decreasing 

individuals’ educational attainment; (c) demystifying young adults’ earning potential; (d) 

diminishing the importance of financial stability and career establishment for marriage; 

(e) reducing the appeal and legitimacy of marriage’s primary alternative, cohabitation; (f) 

increasing the value of marriage by devaluing nonmarital childbearing; (g) increasing 

marital expectations and desires; (h) diminishing perceived role conflict between 

marriage and higher education; and (i) structuring opportunities for individuals to marry 

by providing economic resources. The religion-marriage timing relationship could also be 

spurious; some third factor may explain differences in both religious characteristics and 

marriage timing. Next, I briefly explore each of these explanations. 

Decreasing the Value of Higher Education 

Scholars have noted the role conflict between marriage and higher education (Thornton, 

Axinn, and Teachman 1995). Marriage is commonly viewed as an adult role that follows 

educational attainment. However, if educational attainment is devalued among certain 

religious groups, marrying may be less problematic in early adulthood. Research has 

linked different religious characteristics to educational aspirations. Religious involvement 

is typically associated with higher levels of educational aspirations and expectations 

(Regnerus 2000; Muller and Ellison 2001; Pearce and Hardie 2008). Increased social 

capital, social modeling, and pro-education messages within religious communities are 
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cited as the links between religious commitment and higher aspirations. Educational 

aspirations likely vary by religious tradition, however. According to their review of the 

literature, Xu and colleagues (2005) report that mainline Protestants, Mormons, and Jews 

are the traditions that most encourage pursuit of a college degree, followed by Catholics, 

and then by conservative Protestants. Conservative Protestants are thought to view 

secular education as being at odds with their faith and therefore to discourage educational 

pursuits (Darnell and Sherkat 1997; Sherkat and Darnell 1999). If this is the reason 

conservative Protestants have lower educational aspirations, however, it is unclear why 

the gap in conservative Protestant educational attainment is small for those who are more 

frequent church attenders (Lehrer 2004a). Measurement issues may be a factor here, as 

this negative religion-education association may hold only for fundamentalist and 

Pentecostal groups (Beyerlein 2004). Whatever the case, educational aspirations and 

encouragement from parents may suppress some of the influence of religious 

commitment on early marriage, even as it may mediate or explain the lower age at 

marriage among conservative Protestants. Mormons, the other religious group with 

especially low ages at first marriage, are generally thought to place a high premium on 

higher education (Xu et al. 2005), so educational aspirations are not likely to explain their 

earlier age at marriage.  

Decreasing Educational Attainment 

Religious differences in marriage timing may stem from differences not simply in 

educational aspirations, but also in educational attainment. Marriage-schooling role 

conflict is not particularly salient for those who are not enrolled in higher education. The 
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religion-education associations for attainment are similar to those for educational 

aspirations—indeed, educational aspirations are one explanation for these differences in 

attainment (Darnell and Sherkat 1997; Sherkat and Darnell 1999; Glanville, Sikkink, and 

Hernandez 2008). More religiously committed adolescents do better in school (Regnerus 

2000; Muller and Ellison 2001) and accumulate more years of schooling (Loury 2004). 

Conservative Protestants, on the other hand, have lower educational attainment (Keysar 

and Kosmin 1995; Darnell and Sherkat 1997; Glass and Jacobs 2005), though the gap in 

their attainment is smaller for those who attend religious services more frequently (Lehrer 

2004a). As with educational aspirations, educational attainment likely does not explain 

earlier ages at marriage among religiously committed young adults, but it may among 

conservative Protestants, especially conservative Protestants who are not active in a 

religious community. 

Demystifying Economic Prospects 

Oppenheimer (1988) argues that the uncertain nature of young men’s economic prospects 

impedes assortative mating and leads to higher ages at first marriage. This argument has 

found considerable support in the literature on marital timing (e.g., Lloyd and South 

1996; Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, and Lim 1997; Xie et al. 2003), and women’s economic 

prospects appear to be more salient for marital timing now in the same way (Sweeney 

2002; Sweeney and Cancian 2004). Religion may speed entry into marriage by helping to 

demystify young adults’ earning potential. For example, if conservative Protestants are 

less likely to attend college their earning power may be known at a younger age. More 

religious people have also been shown to be less prone to risk-taking (Miller and Stark 
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2002) and to be more analytical or “planful” in their decision-making (Regnerus and 

Smith 2005; Smith and Denton 2005). If this is the case, more religious young people 

may be more of a known socioeconomic commodity, so to speak, and may have fewer 

impediments to assortative mating at younger ages. 

Diminishing the Importance of Financial Stability and Career Establishment for 

Marriage 

The majority of young adults agree that a person should be financially set and established 

in their career before marrying (Whitehead and Popenoe 2001; Gibson-Davis et al. 2005; 

Smock et al. 2005). There is reason to believe, however, that this may be less true among 

more religious young adults. Religious involvement is negatively associated with 

materialistic values (Lee, Rice, and Gillespie 1997; Flouri 1999), which could translate 

into lower standard-of-living requirements and a willingness to live with less. Moreover, 

the scriptures of the Christian religion—to which most Americans ascribe in one of its 

forms—warn believers against worrying about financial security: “So do not worry, 

saying ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or ‘What shall we wear’? For the 

pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. 

But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you 

as well” (Matthew 6:31–33). Directives such as these, reinforced by subcultural norms 

within a religious community, may lead young people to pursue marriage even before 

they have a secure financial future. 
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Reducing or Eliminating the Possibility of Cohabitation 

Religious traditions in the United States nearly universally proscribe premarital sex and, 

by extension, cohabitation. This proscription manifests itself in the attitudes of religious 

young people. Young adults who are more religiously committed are less likely to agree 

that living together outside of marriage is alright (Pearce and Thornton 2007). Committed 

conservative Protestants are the most likely to oppose cohabitation without plans to 

marry, standing out from even committed mainline Protestants and committed 

Catholics—as well as less committed religious young adults—in this regard (Eggebeen 

and Dew 2009). There is no difference between committed conservative and mainline 

Protestant young adults in their cohabitation behavior, however, and committed Catholics 

are less likely than committed conservative Protestants to cohabit. Less religious 

conservative Protestants, mainline Protestants, and Catholics are more likely to cohabit 

than committed conservative Protestants (Eggebeen and Dew 2009). If cohabitation is an 

alternative to marriage among some young adults, or a temporary substitution for it in 

young adulthood (Raley 2000), those who do not see it as an option may be more likely 

to marry earlier. Attitudes toward cohabitation may be especially helpful in explaining 

earlier marriage among committed conservative Protestants and Mormons. 

Devaluing Nonmarital Childbearing 

Edin and Kefalas (2005:6) argue that poor women view marriage as a luxury but 

childbearing as “a necessity, an absolutely essential part of a young woman’s life, the 

chief source of identity and meaning.” Many men feel the same way (Augustine, Nelson, 

and Edin 2009). Religion, in accordance with its proscription of premarital sex, does not 
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sanction this perspective on family life. Religious institutions tend to present marriage as 

the optimal environment for childbearing, even as children in all circumstances are 

welcomed as “gifts” (Wilcox and Wolfinger 2007). If childbearing is viewed by some as 

a necessity, and religion defines childbearing as appropriate only within marriage, this 

may incentivize marriage among the religiously committed. 

Increasing Marital Expectations and Desires 

Major religious traditions in the United States promote an ideology of familism, the idea 

that family life is sacred and more important than other domains of life (Wilcox 2004; 

Ammons and Edgell 2007). Young adults who are exposed to these religious teachings 

and who are in networks with others who feel this way may be more likely to expect to 

marry and to want to be married. According to Xu and colleagues’ (2005) survey of the 

literature, conservative Protestants, Mormons, and orthodox Jews encourage marriage 

among their adherents at high levels, followed by Catholics and mainline Protestants, and 

then by Reformed Jews. Edgell’s (2005) in-depth analysis of mainline Protestant 

churches in New York finds that mainline Protestants are actually quite pro-traditional-

family in their rhetoric, despite the official documents of the denominations that welcome 

diverse family forms. Recent evidence suggests that involvement in any religious group 

is positively associated with pro-marriage attitudes and placing a higher premium on 

marriage (Pearce and Thornton 2007; Ellison, Burdette, and Glenn 2008). As these 

findings generally reflect the patterning of marital timing by religious characteristics, 

attitudes about marriage are often linked to marital timing, even though the association 
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has never been tested directly. (For a fuller discussion of the centrality of marriage in 

different religious traditions, see Xu et al. [2005].)  

Diminishing Perceived Role Conflict Between Marriage and Higher Education 

If marriage is typically delayed on account of schooling, earlier marriage may be 

explained by religious young adults’ diminished perception of conflict between marriage 

and higher education. In other words, religious young adults may not devalue education 

any more than less religious persons, and they may not value marriage more, but they 

may be less likely to see the two as competing or mutually exclusive. For example, the 

former president of the Mormon church Ezra Taft Benson (1988:192) told young adults, 

“God has a timetable, a sequence…[W]hen one is mature enough and has found the right 

companion, marriage should not be delayed for education. While [both] are essential, 

there is a proper order to follow.” In this example, education is not devalued—it remains 

essential—but it does not compete with marriage. Nevertheless, diminished role conflict 

could also be explained by the devaluation of education or the valorization of marriage. 

Structuring Opportunities to Marry by Providing Economic Resources 

Another possible explanation for the religion-early marriage link is that religion makes it 

more economically feasible to marry. If marriage is highly valued in religious 

communities parents and religious congregations may provide financial assistance to help 

young married couples who otherwise might not have married on account of financial 

hurdles. Though there is no social scientific evidence to support this claim, it remains a 

possibility. 
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Selection or Spuriousness 

The relationship between religion and marriage timing could also be spurious, and thus it 

is important to account for a number of factors that may covary with religious 

characteristics and marriage timing and potentially obscure the association between 

religion and marriage timing. Demographic factors like gender (Fitch and Ruggles 2000; 

Miller and Stark 2002), race (Smith et al. 2002, 2003; Teachman, Tedrow, and Crowder 

2000; Glick et al. 2006), and region (Smith et al. 2002, 2003; Chapter 2) are known to 

covary with religion and marriage timing, as are family background factors like family 

(of origin) socioeconomic status (Thornton 1991; South 2001; Pyle 2006), and family (of 

origin) structure (South 2001; Wolfinger 2003; Zhai et al. 2007). 

 
RELIGIOUS CONTEXT AND MARITAL TIMING 

To this point, the discussion has centered on the individual-level effects of religion, but 

religion may also influence marriage on a contextual level. Peer groups comprised of 

more religious young people could serve as plausibility structures that create and 

reinforce a moral worldview that values marriage more highly (because of the tendency 

of religious institutions to promote familism). Thus, young adults who grew up in 

religious contexts—such as those who attended high school with more religious young 

adults or who attended an explicitly religious school—may be more willing to marry 

sooner. As Adamczyk (2009) points out, social learning theory argues that young people 

learn attitudes and behaviors from the people around them, and young people may adopt 

the attitudes and behavior of their peers in order to maintain their constructed self-
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identity and to fit in with their peers. So even if young adults’ own religious 

characteristics are not shaping their approach to family life, the religious characteristics 

of those around them may. Indeed, religious contexts—both friends’ religiosity and 

schoolmates’ religiosity—have been shown to influence family-related behaviors such as 

sexual behavior and abortion decisions (Adamczyk 2006, 2009).  

 
OVERVIEW OF THIS CHAPTER 

Using two nationally-representative datasets (described below), I test for individual and 

contextual effects of religion on marriage timing and then explore each of the 

explanations for the religion-marriage timing relationship empirically. Because some of 

the relationships among religious characteristics and the mediators discussed above are 

unclear, I begin by presenting bivariate correlations among these variables. I then conduct 

an event-history analysis of marriage timing and explore how several mediators may 

explain the differences in marriage timing by religious characteristics using a model-

building approach. Then, to better understand how young adults navigate the marriage-

education conjuncture, I explore differences in approaches to marriage and schooling by 

religious characteristics. I then take a closer look at how religion might influence 

adherence to a script that prescribes career establishment prior to marriage. Finally, I 

explore differences in financial assistance from parents among married young adults with 

different religious backgrounds. My analytic approach is described in more detail below. 
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DATA 

Add Health 

The primary data for this study come from Waves 1 and 3 of Add Health. Add Health 

was funded by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) 

and 17 other federal agencies. It is a school-based panel study of health-related behaviors 

and their causes, with emphasis placed on social context and social networks. Wave 1 

was conducted in 1994 and 1995 and consisted of in-depth interviews with 20,745 

American youth in grades 7–12. Schools included in the study were chosen from a 

sampling frame of U.S. high schools and were nationally representative with respect to 

size, urbanicity, ethnicity, type (e.g., public, private, religious), and region. A total of 132 

schools participated in the study, ranging in size from 100 to over 3000 students. Wave 3 

was conducted in 2001 and 2002, when respondents were 18–28 years old, and consisted 

of interviews with 15,197 of the Wave 1 respondents. For this study, I restrict the sample 

to 18–25-year-olds who are no longer in high school and who have a valid sample weight 

and full information on their age at marriage (N = 14,076). More information about Add 

Health is online at www.cpc.unc.edu/addhealth.  

NLSY97 

Supplemental data for this study are from the first 11 rounds (1997 – 2007) of the 

NLSY97. The NLSY97 is a nationally-representative sample of 8,984 respondents who 

were ages 12 to 16 on December 31, 1996, and the respondents have been re-interviewed 

each year since 1997. Data was collected from both youths and parents at Round 1. 

Because the NLSY97 is headed by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, it contains detailed 
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information of respondents’ educational and employment histories as they move from 

adolescence into adulthood. Additional information about NLSY97 is available online at 

http://www.bls.gov/nls/y97summary.htm. 

 
MEASURES 

Dependent Variables 

Add Health. The first dependent variable for this study is a binary measure of whether or 

not the respondent married in a given person-year. Respondents reported the month and 

year of their first marriage. This information was compared to their date of birth to 

determine if the respondent married in a particular person-year. Those who married in 

that person-year were coded 1 and censored beyond that point; those who had not married 

were coded 0. Respondents who married younger than 18 (n = 129) are grouped with 

those who married at age 18. 

In order to better understand the processes underlying marital timing and the 

relationships among marriage, education, and work, I analyze several other outcome 

variables. Add Health posed hypothetical scenarios to unmarried respondents and asked 

questions about how they would respond to them.2 Add Health presented respondents 

with the following scenarios: 

 Suppose that in the next few years you were going to school full time and met 

someone you really wanted to marry, but the only way for you to get married 

was to drop out of school completely. Would you get married then or wait 

until you finished your education?  
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 What if you wanted to get married but you couldn’t unless you started going 

to school part time? Would you get married then or wait until you finished 

your education?  

 What about work? How important would it be for you to work full time for a 

year or two before you got married? 

From responses to these questions I form three dichotomous variables. The first variable 

identifies respondents who said they would drop out of school completely to get married. 

The second variable identifies those who would go to school part time in order to get 

married. The third variable identifies respondents who say it would be at least somewhat 

important to them to work full time for a year or two before marrying the person they 

wanted to marry. Although this last variable has four response categories in the raw data, 

Brant tests revealed that analysis of this four-category variable violated the parallel 

regressions assumption of ordered logit regression. Thus, I collapse the variable into a 

dichotomous one where 1=somewhat or very important to work full time prior to 

marrying and 0=not at all or not very important. 

 In addition to these hypothetical scenarios, I also create a dichotomous measure 

indicating that the respondent is either (a) concurrently enrolled in post-secondary 

education and married or (b) earned a post-secondary degree after marrying. This 

variable speaks to variation in marriage-schooling role conflict during young adulthood. 

Add Health collected the month and year for each degree earned by the respondent as 

well as the month and year of their marriage. Those who married after earning a degree 

are coded 1, as are those who are still in school and who are already married. All others 
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who are enrolled in post-secondary school or who have graduated are coded 0. 

Unfortunately, this variable misses respondents who continued with school after 

marrying but are no longer enrolled and did not earn a degree. The NLSY97 outcome 

variable below does not have this limitation. 

 My final Add Health dependent variable is a dichotomous variable indicating 

whether or not the married respondent received $1000 or more in financial assistance 

from their parents over the past year and/or is living with their parents. 

NLSY97. I include two dependent variables from NLSY97: enrolled in college after 

marriage and worked full time for a year prior to marriage. NLSY97 collected detailed 

information about respondents’ college enrollment status for every month since their 

initial interview in 1997. I created a dichotomous variable such that 1=enrolled in college 

in at least one month after the month of their marriage. All others who had ever enrolled 

in college were coded 0. Secondly, I created dichotomous variable such that 1=worked 35 

hours or more for the 52 weeks prior to the month of their marriage. All other married 

respondents were coded 0. 

Key Independent Variables 

Add Health. The first key independent variable for this study is a composite variable that 

marks the respondents’ religious tradition as well as their involvement in a religious 

community. For most of the analysis, I use Wave 1 measures of religious tradition and 

religious service attendance. These Wave 1 measures may yield conservative estimates of 

religion’s effect for two reasons. First, the majority of young adults decline in religiosity 

from adolescence to young adulthood, when most marriages are taking place (Uecker, 
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Regnerus, and Vaaler 2007). Second, as Eggebeen and Dew (2009) note, it is difficult to 

sort some Wave 1 Protestants into mainline and conservative categories on account of 

their nonspecific responses (e.g., “Christian”). In this study, these respondents are 

classified as conservative Protestants. If conservative Protestants are marrying earlier 

than mainline Protestants and these respondents are actually mainliners, this will lead to 

more conservative estimates of conservative Protestantism’s effect on marriage timing. 

Despite these limitations, Wave 1 measures are necessary to establish time-order, 

especially since marriage heightens religiosity (Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, and Waite 1995). 

Following the RELTRAD method for classifying respondents in religious traditions 

(Steensland et al. 2000), I grouped respondents into one of eight categories based on their 

response to the question, “What is your religion?”: conservative Protestants, black 

Protestants, mainline Protestants, Catholics, Mormons, Jews, those from “other” 

religions, and the nonreligious. I then split these groups into those who reported attending 

religious services once a week or more at Wave 1 and those who reported attending less 

than once a week. I do not split the nonreligious category because respondents who said 

they had “no religion” were not asked the question about religious service attendance. For 

analysis of the hypothetical situations about schooling and work prior to marriage, I 

employ the same strategy but use Wave 3 measures of religious characteristics. The 

Wave 3 survey did ask those with “no religion” about their religious service attendance, 

so I split this category into weekly and less than weekly attenders for this analysis. Using 

these Wave 3 measures assumes that the causal direction in the analysis moves from 

religion to marriage attitudes and not the other way around, but this strategy alleviates the 
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two measurements problems associated with the Wave 1 religion measures. Also, for the 

analysis of schooling after marriage and financial assistance from parents, the Jewish 

variables introduced collinearity problems. For these analyses, Jews are grouped with 

those from “other religions.” 

I did conduct analyses with other measurement strategies for the individual-level 

religion variables. For example, I ran models that simultaneously controlled for religious 

service attendance and religious affiliation. Although this strategy is common in social 

scientific studies of religion, I opt for a composite measure because it is a more person-

centered—as opposed to variable-centered—approach. That is, individuals’ experience is 

not going to worship services “net of religious affiliation” or vice-versa. There is no 

generic “religiosity” that can be separated from a religious tradition. Rather, it is intuitive 

and appropriate to think of committed adherents of a religion and less committed 

adherents. The large Add Health sample size allows me to make this distinction while 

retaining adequate cell sizes. 

 I also considered using a self-report measure of how important religion is to the 

respondent. Certainly this is an important aspect of religious commitment, but I do not 

include it here for two reasons. First, religious salience and religious service attendance 

are highly correlated and one may mask the effects of the other when simultaneously 

included in a multivariate model. Second, I am primarily concerned with institutional 

religion. Lesthaeghe and Surkyn’s (1988) account of family change is about decreasing 

institutional regulation in the lives of contemporary Westerners. By identifying regular 
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participants in a religious institution, I am able to better evaluate how religion as a 

cultural institution influences marriage timing. 

The religious context variables are high-school level variables tapping the 

percentage of the respondents’ schoolmates who were weekly-attending conservative 

Protestants or Mormons and the percentage who are less-than-weekly-attending 

conservative Protestants or Mormons (since these are the groups thought to marry 

earliest). I also include a dummy variable indicating whether the respondents’ high 

school was a non-Catholic religious school as these schools—more so than Catholic 

schools—are successful at fostering religious commitment among students (Uecker 2008, 

2009). 

NLSY97. The religion variables for the NLSY97 analysis are similar to those for the Add 

Health analysis. The religious tradition variable is from Round 1. Unfortunately, 

NLSY97 did not include a religious service attendance variable until Round 4 in 2000. I 

use the response to this Round 4 question to measure religious service attendance. 

Respondents are classified as weekly- or less-than-weekly attenders in one of the eight 

religious classifications (i.e., conservative Protestant, mainline Protestant, black 

Protestant, Catholic, Mormon, Jewish, “other” religion, and no religion). 

Mediating Variables 

For the Add Health analysis, I explore the mediating role of educational aspirations and 

external educational motivation from parents, educational opportunity (college 

attendance, high school GPA, and self-reported likelihood of attending college), certainty 

of economic prospects, belief in the importance of money for a successful relationship, 



 

 67

attitudes toward premarital cohabitation, attitudes toward nonmarital births, and marital 

expectations and desires. To measure educational aspirations, I include the Wave 1 Add 

Health measure that taps respondents’ desire to attend college. Respondents were asked 

to report their desire to attend college on a scale from 1 to 5. Parents’ educational 

expectations are measured with the respondents’ response to the question, “On a scale of 

1 to 5, where 1 is low and 5 is high, how disappointed would [your mother] be if you did 

not graduate from college?” To measure educational opportunity, I include a 

dichotomous variable indicating whether the respondent has ever attended college at 

Wave 3, a measure for the cumulative high school GPA of the respondent (taken from the 

respondent’s high school transcript), and a Wave 1 measure indicating the respondent’s 

assessment of the probability that they will attend college (ranging from 1 to 5). 

Differences in marriage timing may be explained by economic factors. Uncertain 

economic prospects may delay marriage, so I include a Wave 3 measure that taps the 

respondents’ level of certainty that they will have at least a middle-class income by age 

30. Add Health asked Wave 3 respondents the likelihood that they will have (a) a middle 

class income by age 30 or that they will have (b) much more than a middle class income 

by age 30. Responses could range from almost no chance (coded 1) to almost certain 

(coded 5). Respondents who said they had already achieved this level of income were 

also coded 5. I took the highest response from these two questions to create a measure 

that reflects their chances of having at least a middle class income by age 30. Marriage 

timing may also be affected by young adults’ beliefs about the need for having enough 

money in order to make a marriage or committed relationship successful. At Wave 3, 
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Add Health asked respondents to rate the importance of having enough money for a 

successful marriage or committed relationship on a scale ranging from 1 to 10.  

Attitudes toward diverse family forms may also shape marriage timing. At Wave 

3, Add Health respondents were asked about the acceptability of cohabitation without the 

intent to marry. Add Health asked, “How much do you agree or disagree with the 

statement ‘It is all right for an unmarried couple to live together even if they aren’t 

interested in considering marriage’?” Respondents could strongly disagree, disagree 

somewhat, neither agree nor disagree, agree somewhat, or strongly agree. Responses are 

coded from 1 to 5 such that higher scores indicate more agreement. Respondents were 

also asked at Wave 1 about whether or not they would ever consider having a nonmarital 

birth. Respondents could answer yes or no, and responses were coded such that 1=yes.  

Add Health also probed respondents’ marital expectations and desires. At Wave 

1, respondents were asked how likely they were to be married by age 25. Respondents 

could respond from “almost no chance” (coded 1) to “almost certain (coded 5).” At Wave 

3, unmarried respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement with the 

statement, “I want to be married now.” This variable ranges from 1 to 5, with higher 

numbers indicating more agreement with that statement. Unmarried young adults were 

also asked at Wave 3 how important it was to them to be married someday. This variable 

ranges from 1 to 4 with higher numbers indicating higher importance. 

Control Variables 

Add Health. I include a measure of respondents’ gender, age, their race and ethnicity 

(White, Black, Hispanic, Asian), their region of the country (South, Midwest, Northeast, 
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West), and the urbanicity of their school (urban, suburban, rural). Age is measured 

continuously and serves as the duration variable in the person-year analysis. The other 

demographic controls are binary variables. All demographic variables are from the Wave 

1 survey. I include several measures tapping young adults’ family characteristics. Parent 

respondents at Wave 1 were asked to report their family income, educational attainment, 

and age at marriage (if married). I collapsed family income into 11 categories (less than 

$10,000/year, $10,000-19,999/year, $20,000-29,999/year and so on through 

$100,000/year or more). I created a dummy variable to indicate at least one resident 

parent having a college degree at the Wave 1 survey. I also created a dichotomous 

variable for parent respondent’s age at marriage, which is gleaned from the parent survey 

at Wave 1. Those who married at age 21 or younger are coded 1; others are coded 0. I 

also include a binary variable to indicate that the respondent’s biological parents are still 

married at the Wave 1 interview. Lastly, I include contextual controls—the average 

family income of the respondents schoolmates at Wave 1, the percentage of their 

schoolmates who were black, and the percentage of their schoolmates who had at least 

one parent with a college degree. 

For the analysis of hypothetical scenarios, I include additional controls for young 

adults’ current employment and educational situation, as well as their family situation. To 

measure the respondents’ personal earnings, I created an eight-category earnings variable. 

The lowest category (coded 1) is for those earning less than $10,000/year; the highest 

category (coded 8) is for those earning $75,000/year or more at Wave 3. A dummy 

variable identifies respondents who are working full time at the Wave 3 interview. I also 
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include a set of binary variables for respondents’ educational attainment at Wave 3 (never 

went to college, went to college but did not earn degree, enrolled in two-year college, 

earned associate’s degree, enrolled in four-year college, earned bachelor’s degree or 

higher). Respondents’ Wave 3 relationship status is measured with a set of dummy 

variables indicating whether they are single, in a romantic or sexual relationship, or 

cohabiting with a romantic partner. Binary variables are also included to indicate whether 

the respondent is pregnant (for women) or has a pregnant partner (for men). The 

household roster was used to identify respondents with a biological child living in their 

home; those with at least one biological child in the home were coded 1. 

NLSY97. For the NLSY97 analysis, I control for gender, age in months at the last 

interview (for the schooling outcome), age in months at marriage (for the work outcome), 

race, region, living in a rural area, family income (logged), at least one household 

member having a college degree, and living with both biological parents. All these 

variables are from Round 1, with the exception of the age variables (which are 

constructed from summary variables at Round 11) and household members’ college 

degree, which is taken from Round 2. 

For descriptive statistics for all variables, see Table 3.1 (Add Health variables) 

and Table 3.2 (NLSY97 variables).   

 



 

Table 3.1. Descriptive Statistics for Add Health Study Variables 
 

 

Mean / SD 
(Full 

sample) 

Mean / SD 
(Never-

marrieds) 

Mean / SD 
(Enrolled / 
Graduates) 

Mean/SD 
(Marrieds) Range 

      
Dependent Variables      
Married .19 –– –– –– 0, 1 
Would drop out of school to marry –– .06 –– –– 0, 1 
Would reduce schooling to marry –– .19 –– –– 0, 1 
Still in college or earned college degree after marrying –– –– .11 –– 0, 1 
Important to work full time before marrying –– .80 –– –– 0, 1 
Received $1000+ over last year or lives with parents –– –– –– .30 0, 1 

Key Independent Variables      
Conservative Protestant, weekly attender a .08 .05 .08 .13 0, 1 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender a .07 .12 .04 .13 0, 1 
Black Protestant, weekly attender a .09 .04 .10 .05 0, 1 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender a .07 .10 .06 .04 0, 1 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender a .08 .01 .11 .08 0, 1 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender a .11 .09 .12 .11 0, 1 
Catholic, weekly attender a .10 .03 .12 .08 0, 1 
Catholic, < weekly attender a .16 .23 .15 .14 0, 1 
Mormon, weekly attender a .01 < .01 .01 .01 0, 1 
Mormon, < weekly attender a < .01 < .01 < .01 < .01 0, 1 
Jew, weekly attender a < .01 < .01 –– –– 0, 1 
Jew, < weekly attender a .01 < .01 –– –– 0, 1 
Other religion, weekly attender a .04 < .01 .05 .05 0, 1 
Other religion, < weekly attender a .05 .04 .05 .04 0, 1 
No religion a  .12 –– .09 .10  
No religion, weekly attender a –– < .01 –– –– 0, 1 
No religion, < weekly attender a –– .21 –– –– 0, 1 

% schoolmates weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1 
8.38 / 
10.56 7.62 / 9.54 

8.20 / 
11.11 

11.64 / 
13.69 0–90.36 

% schoolmates < weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1 7.65 / 8.49 6.94 / 7.86 6.91 / 7.86 
10.49 / 
10.20 0–44 

Non-Catholic religious school, Wave 1 .03 .02 .03 .04 0, 1 

Mediating Variables      
Wants to attend college very much, Wave 1 4.45 / 1.01 4.49 / .97 4.74 / .68 –– 1–5 
Mom disappointed if didn’t graduate college, Wave 1 4.00 / 1.20 4.05 / 1.18 4.21 / 1.06 –– 1–5 
Ever went to college .61 –– –– –– 0, 1 
Cumulative GPA in high school 2.58 / .75 –– –– –– 0–4 
Likelihood of attending college, Wave 1 4.17 / 1.13 –– –– –– 1–5 
Likelihood of at least middle-class income by 30 4.15 / .97 4.31 / .81 4.42 / .72 –– 1–5 
Money important for successful marriage/relationship 6.46 / 2.76 6.57 / 2.74 6.32 / 2.59 –– 1–10 
OK to cohabit without intending to marry 3.39 / 1.33 3.45 / 1.31 3.20 / 1.39 –– 1–5 
Would consider nonmarital birth, Wave 1 .22 .22 .17 –– 0, 1 
Likelihood of being married by age 25, Wave 1 3.24 / 1.10 3.18 / 1.09 3.29 / 1.04 –– 1–5 
Wants to be married now –– 2.41 / 1.37 –– –– 1–5 
Important to marry someday –– 3.30 / .85 –– –– 1–4 
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Table 3.1 continued. Descriptive Statistics for Add Health Study Variables 
 

 

Mean / SD 
(Full 

sample) 

Mean / SD 
(Never-

marrieds) 

Mean / SD 
(Enrolled / 
Graduates) 

Mean/SD 
(Marrieds) Range 

Control Variables      
Female, Wave 1 .53 .51 .58 .62 0, 1 

Age 
21.96 / 

1.72 
21.76 / 

1.72 
21.46 / 

1.74 
22.67 / 

1.50 18–25 
White, Wave 1 .54 .52 .56 .62 0, 1 
Black, Wave 1 .21 .23 .20 .12 0, 1 
Hispanic, Wave 1 .14 .13 .13 .18 0, 1 
Asian, Wave 1 .07 .08 .09 .05 0, 1 
Lives in the South, Wave 1 .37 .35 .37 .45 0, 1 
Lives in the Midwest, Wave 1 .25 .25 .25 .24 0, 1 
Lives in the Northeast, Wave 1 .13 .14 .13 .06 0, 1 
Lives in the West, Wave 1 .25 .26 .25 .25 0, 1 
Went to school in suburban area, Wave 1 .54 .56 .56 .49 0, 1 
Went to school in urban area, Wave 1 .28 .28 .30 .26 0, 1 
Went to school in rural area, Wave 1 .18 .16 .14 .25 0, 1 
Family income, Wave 1 4.98 / 2.38 5.11 / 2.44 5.57 / 2.50 4.60 / 2.13 1–11 
At least one resident parent has college degree, Wave 1 .28 .31 .40 .19 0, 1 
Parent married at 21 or younger, Wave 1 .53 .50 .48 .63 0, 1 
Biological parents still married, Wave 1 .54 .55 .64 .54 0, 1 
Average schoolmates family income, Wave 1 4.96 / 1.33 5.03 / 1.38 5.21 / 1.40 4.66 / 1.09 2.53–9.63 

% schoolmates black 
22.84 / 
26.34 

23.80 / 
27.03 

22.52 / 
26.45 

19.12 / 
23.34 0–100 

% schoolmates with parent with college degree 
33.51 / 
18.33 

34.57 / 
18.96 

29.41 / 
17.51 

21.65 / 
12.04 2.86-92.31 

Personal earnings –– 2.31 / 1.50 –– 2.80 / 1.68 1–8 
Works fulltime –– .47 –– .59 0, 1 
Never went to college –– .35 –– .51 0, 1 
Went to college, no degree –– .12 –– .16 0, 1 
Enrolled in two-year college –– .12 –– .07 0, 1 
Earned associate’s degree –– .04 –– .07 0, 1 
Enrolled in four-year college –– .25 –– .08 0, 1 
Earned bachelor’s degree or higher –– .12 –– .10 0, 1 
Currently in romantic or sexual relationship –– .38 –– –– 0, 1 
Currently cohabiting –– .18 –– –– 0, 1 
(Partner is) Currently pregnant –– .02 –– .09 0, 1 
Has biological child living in home –– .13 –– .54 0, 1 

 
Notes: Indicator variables for missing values not displayed. Variables are ave 3 unless other wise noted. W
a Variable is Wave 3 for never-married sample, Wave 1 for other samples. 
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Table 3.2. Descriptive Statistics for NLSY97 Study Variables  
 

 
Mean / SD 

(College sample) 
Mean / SD  

(Married sample) Range 

Dependent Variables    
Enrolled in school after marrying .12 –––– 0, 1 
Worked full time for a year before marrying –––– .25 0, 1 

Key Independent Variables    
Conservative Protestant, weekly attender .08 .11 0, 1 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender .10 .18 0, 1 
Black Protestant, weekly attender .04 .02 0, 1 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender .05 .03 0, 1 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender .06 .05 0, 1 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender .13 .14 0, 1 
Catholic, weekly attender .07 .06 0, 1 
Catholic, < weekly attender .20 .14 0, 1 
Jew, weekly attender < .01 < .01 0, 1 
Jew, < weekly attender .01 < .01 0, 1 
Mormon, weekly attender .01 .02 0, 1 
Mormon, < weekly attender < .01 .01 0, 1 
Other religion, weekly attender .02 .02 0, 1 
Other religion, < weekly attender .05 .04 0, 1 
No religion, weekly attender < .01 .01 0, 1 
No religion, < weekly attender .09 .10 0, 1 

Control Variables    
Female, Round 1 .53 .58 0, 1 
Age in months at last interview 300.00  /  21.69 –––– 201–338 
Age in months at marriage –––– 265.6  /  26.62 152–332 
White, Round 1 .70 .76 0, 1 
Black, Round 1 .13 .08 0, 1 
Hispanic, Round 1 .11 .14 0, 1 
Asian, Round 1 .03 .01 0, 1 
Lives in the South, Round 1 .31 .37 0, 1 
Lives in the Midwest, Round 1 .27 .29 0, 1 
Lives in the Northeast, Round 1 .19 .12 0, 1 
Lives in the West, Round 1 .22 .21 0, 1 
Lives in rural area, Round 1 .25 .33 0, 1 
Family income (logged), Round 1 10.64  /  .80 10.47  /  .82 1.79–12.42 
At least one household member has college degree, Round 2 .37 .22 0, 1 
Biological parents still married, Round 1 .61 .53 0, 1 

 
 
Notes: Indicator variables for missing values not displayed. Religion variables use religious tradition measure from Round 1 and religious service 
attendance measure from Round 4. 
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ANALYTIC APPROACH 

The analysis proceeds in several steps. First, in Table 3.3, because the associations 

between the religion variables and mediating variables are not altogether clear (since, for 

example, religious service attendance is associated with higher educational attainment 

while conservative Protestantism is associated with lower educational attainment), I 

present bivariate statistics showing the polychoric and tetrachoric correlations between 

the religion variables and all the mediating variables in the study. Then, in Table 3.4 I 

display results from multi-level discrete-time proportional hazards models to predict the 

timing of first marriage among the full sample of young adults in Add Health (N = 

14,076 individuals; 63,582 person-years). To perform the analysis in Table 3.4, a person-

year file was created containing multiple observations for each respondent, one for each 

year the respondent lived beyond their 18th birthday (an 18-year-old contributes one 

person-year, a 19-year-old contributes two person-years, etc.). The data are censored after 

first marriage, if applicable. I model the hazard as fully non-parametric, using a dummy 

variable for each year at risk from ages 19–25 (age 18 is the reference category). The first 

column of Table 3.4 shows the percent of respondents in each religious category who 

marry in a person-year. This provides a picture of the prevalence of marriage in these 

groups and helps with interpretation of the odds ratios in the multivariate models. I then 

show odds ratios from a baseline multi-level logit regression model (using the  

-xtlogit- command in Stata 10) that includes the control variables and the religion 

variables. Models 2–8 add in the mediating variables: educational aspirations and 

motivation (Model 2), educational opportunity (Model 3), socioeconomic certainty 
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(Model 4), beliefs about the importance of money for marriage (Model 5), attitudes 

toward cohabitation (Model 6), willingness to have a nonmarital birth (Model 7), and 

marital expectations (Model 8). Model 9 includes all of the mediating variables.  

Tables 3.5–3.8 look more closely at marriage-education role conflict (or 

conjunctures) during young adulthood. These tables, like Table 3.4, are multi-level logit 

regression models. Tables 3.5 and 3.6 use a sample of unmarried adults (N = 11,099), and 

Tables 3.7 and 3.8 use samples of young adults who are enrolled in school or earned a 

college degree [Table 3.7 uses the Add Health sample (N = 5,309)] and those who ever 

enrolled in college [Table 3.8 uses the NLSY97 sample (N = 5,178) to confirm the main 

findings from Table 3.7 since that outcome variable is limited]. The modeling strategy for 

these tables is similar to that of Table 3.4 with a few exceptions. First, in the hypothetical 

situations posed to respondents (Tables 3.5 and 3.6) educational opportunity is assumed 

(“Suppose that in the next few years you were going to school full time…”). In Tables 

3.7 and 3.8 I restrict the sample to those who had educational opportunity. Thus, I do not 

consider measures of educational opportunity as mediators in these tables. Second, Add 

Health asked questions about marital desires of unmarried adults, so I am able to 

incorporate these measures—as well as the measure of marital expectations used in Table 

3.4—in Tables 3.5 and 3.6 (which consist of only never-married adults).3 

 Tables 3.9 and 3.10 examine more closely the relationship between religion and 

career establishment prior to marriage. Table 3.9 examines young adults’ reported 

importance of working full time prior to marriage should they meet someone they want to 

marry (N = 11,099). 3 This table parallels Tables 3.5 and 3.6, except I do not include the 
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educational aspirations mediators in this table because there is no compelling theoretical 

reason to do so (though I do control for educational status). Table 3.10 utilizes NLSY97’s 

detailed employment history to look at religious variations in working full time for a full 

year before marrying among the married young adults in the sample (N = 2,056).  

 Finally, in Table 3.11 I explore religious differences in financial resources for 

married young adults, specifically parental support, using the Add Health data. This 

sample is restricted to married respondents in Wave 3 of Add Health (N = 2,190). I 

present one multi-level logit regression model predicting receipt of significant financial 

resources ($1000 or more or housing) from parents over the last year. 

 The percentages in each table are generated from weighted data. However, 

because Stata’s -xt- command set does not allow individual probability weights, the 

multi-level analyses for the Add Health data are unweighted. Ancillary analyses using the 

svy commands in Stata 10 (which account for clustering but are not multi-level models) 

using weighted data presented substantively similar findings to those reported here. The 

NLSY97 analyses use the Round 1 weight to account for probability of selection in the 

sample. Respondents with missing data on the dependent variable or sample selection 

criteria were dropped from the analysis. Missing values on the independent variables in 

the study were imputed using indicator/dummy variable adjustment (Cohen et al. 2003). 

 
RESULTS  

Table 3.3 explores the bivariate correlations between the religion variables and the 

possible mediating variables in the Add Health data. With respect to educational 



 

Table 3.3. Bivariate Polychoric and Tetrachoric Correlations between Religion Variables and Mediating Variables 
 

 W
ants to attend college, W

ave 1 

M
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graduate college, W

ave 1 

Ever w
ent to college 
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ave 1 

Likelihood of m
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e by 30 
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planning to m
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ould consider  
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arital birth, W

ave 1 

Likelihood of m
arrying  
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ave 1 
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ants to be m

arried now
 a 

Im
portant to m
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Conservative Protestant, weekly attender -.02  .00   .02  .11   .01  .05 -.07 -.32 -.22  .13  .14  .23 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender -.12 -.04 -.24 -.07 -.10 -.01 -.03  .07 -.01  .07  .05  .06 
Black Protestant, weekly attender  .16  .18  .03 -.12  .13  .00  .26 -.27  .00 -.15  .08  .05 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender  .02  .02 -.12 -.22 -.03 -.03  .21 -.08  .22 -.14  .02 -.11 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender  .12  .02  .18  .19  .13  .02 -.09 -.13 -.20  .09  .10  .15 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender  .01 -.05  .04  .07  .02  .03 -.09  .16 -.04  .02  .01  .09 
Catholic, weekly attender  .10  .06  .18  .12  .09  .03  .00  .01 -.06  .05  .03  .19 
Catholic, < weekly attender  .00 -.02  .03 -.05 -.02  .03  .01  .17  .06  .05 -.03  .07 
Mormon, weekly attender  .12 -.01  .15  .10  .11  .01 -.06 -.27 -.15  .19  .16  .40 
Mormon, < weekly attender  .00 -.01 -.12  .02 -.02 -.12  .03 -.09  .02  .03  .13  .06 
Jewish, weekly attender  .23  .22  .37  .29  .33 -.06 -.04  .09  .00 -.03 -.08  .16 
Jewish, < weekly attender  .16  .18  .40  .29  .35 -.01 -.08  .23 -.10 -.06 -.09  .14 
Other religion, weekly attender -.04 -.03  .03  .06  .00 -.03 -.04 -.27 -.16  .08  .10  .04 
Other religion, < weekly attender -.02 -.01  .00  .01 -.03 -.02 -.03  .11  .05 -.01 -.07 -.09 
No religion -.20 -.12 -.18 -.11 -.19 -.08 -.07  .29  .16 -.15 ---- ---- 
No religion, weekly attender ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----  .09  .08 
No religion, < weekly attender ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- -.11 -.24 
% schoolmates weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1 -.02  .00 -.05  .07 -.01  .00 -.05 -.16 -.13  .06  .06  .02 
% schoolmates < weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1 -.05 -.02 -.12  .04 -.05  .00 -.04 -.07 -.09  .04  .08 -.02 
Non-Catholic religious school, Wave 1  .09  .03  .19  .20  .16  .04 -.09 -.34 -.26  .15  .04  .11 

 
a Among unmarried Wave 3 respondents 
Note: Religion variables are Wave 1 except for the correlations with “Wants to be married now” and “Important to marry someday,” which use Wave 3 religion variables.
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variables, the nonreligious have the lowest educational aspirations and are among the 

lowest on measures of college attendance, GPA, and self-reported likelihood of attending 

college. Conservative Protestants who attended church less than weekly fare the worst on 

college attendance and are second only to the nonreligious with respect to educational 

aspirations. There is no strong correlation between being a weekly-attending conservative 

Protestant and educational characteristics except for a modestly-strong positive 

correlation with GPA. Being a committed Mormon is also associated with more positive 

educational outcomes. Jews are by far the most interested in education and acquire the 

most education. From these bivariate associations, it does not appear that differences in 

approaches to education will explain earlier marriage among conservative Protestants or 

Mormons, except perhaps in the case of less-than-weekly-attending conservative 

Protestants. There are some modest negative correlations between attending school with a 

higher proportion of conservative Protestants and Mormons, so educational 

characteristics could explain some of the contextual effect of religion. 

 The correlations between the economic variables and religious characteristics are 

rather modest. There is a slight positive correlation between being a committed 

conservative Protestant and being more certain about earning a middle-class income by 

age 30. Committed Mormons, however, are less certain about this. Growing up with no 

religion is also negatively correlated with being more certain about a middle class 

income. Thus, certainty about economic stability may explain in part why committed 

conservative Protestants are marrying early than nonreligious young people. The 

correlations between religion and the importance of money for a successful marriage or 
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committed relationship are also fairly modest, except in the case of black Protestants, 

where there is a strong positive correlation with this variable among both the more and 

less involved black Protestants. Differences in this belief among other young adults 

appear to be small, and thus it is not likely that this variable explains much of the 

difference in marriage timing among religious groups. Religious context does not seem to 

be associated strongly with economic certainty, but it is negatively associated with belief 

in the importance of money for a successful marriage or committed relationship, which 

may explain in part how religious contexts influence individuals’ marriage timing.  

 In contrast, there are clear differences among young adults with different religious 

backgrounds with respect to attitudes toward cohabitation and nonmarital childbearing. 

Committed conservative Protestants, committed black Protestants, and committed 

Mormons are strongly opposed to cohabitation without plans to marry, and committed 

mainline Protestants are moderately opposed. The nonreligious, on the other hand, are by 

far most accepting of this notion, as are—to a lesser extent—less committed conservative 

and mainline Protestants, as well as less committed Catholics. Nonreligious young adults, 

along with less committed black Protestants, are the most willing to consider a nonmarital 

birth, while committed conservative and mainline Protestants and committed Mormons 

are the least willing. If attitudes toward diverse family forms are influencing marriage 

timing, this is potentially a major factor in explaining religious differences in marriage 

timing. Young adults who grew up in more religiously conservative contexts may also 

hold more negative attitudes toward cohabitation and nonmarital childbearing. Those 

with more religiously conservative schoolmates, as well as those who attended a non-
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Catholic religious school, are less likely to approve of both cohabitation and nonmarital 

childbearing. 

 Young adults with different religious backgrounds are also distinct in their marital 

expectations and desires. Committed Mormons and committed conservative Protestants 

are the most likely to expect to marry by age 25 (as adolescents), and they are the most 

likely to want to be married as young adults and to report it is more important to be 

married someday. Nonreligious young adults are the least likely to feel this way. Given 

these differences, attitudes toward marriage may explain some of the religious differences 

in marriage timing. Young adults who went to schools with more religiously conservative 

schoolmates may also value marriage more highly, though these correlations are not 

particularly strong. 

 Table 3.4 presents the percentage of young adults in each religious group 

marrying in a person year, as well as odds ratios from multilevel logit regression models 

predicting marriage timing. Marriage in a person-year is rare among all the individual-

level religious classifications, but it ranges from under one percent for committed Jews to 

over nine percent for less committed Mormons. As Model 1 of Table 3.4 shows, these 

religious differences are statistically significant net of a number of control variables. 

Conservative Protestants who attended church weekly as adolescents are 48% more likely 

to marry earlier than young adults who grew up nonreligious. Less committed 

conservative Protestants are also more likely to marry early, as are committed mainline 

Protestants. Mormons—both regularly attending and less committed Mormons—are 

more than twice as likely as the nonreligious to marry early. Committed adherents to 



 

Table 3.4. Odds Ratios from Multi-Level Logit Regression Models Predicting Timing of First Marriage (N = 14,076 individuals, 63,582 person years) 
  

 % = 1 M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8 M9 
 
Conservative Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1   7.7 1.48*** 1.52*** 1.58*** 1.46*** 1.50*** 1.31** 1.50*** 1.34** 1.31** 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1   7.4 1.33** 1.35** 1.30** 1.32** 1.35** 1.29** 1.33** 1.24* 1.21* 
Black Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1   2.5 1.00 1.04 1.04 1.00 1.02   .93 1.02   .95   .93 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1   2.3   .92   .95   .94   .92   .92   .89   .94   .85   .83 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1   4.2 1.28* 1.33** 1.39** 1.27* 1.28* 1.17 1.29* 1.19 1.17 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1   3.9 1.08 1.11 1.14 1.07 1.09 1.04 1.08 1.02 1.07 
Catholic, weekly attender, Wave 1   2.6   .93   .97 1.03   .92   .94   .88   .93   .86   .92 
Catholic, < weekly attender, Wave 1   3.2   .93   .96   .99   .92   .94   .90   .93   .86   .91 
Mormon (LDS), weekly attender, Wave 1   7.4 2.15*** 2.24*** 2.40*** 2.15*** 2.19*** 1.84** 2.18*** 1.80** 1.79** 
Mormon (LDS), < weekly attender, Wave 1   9.4 2.51** 2.60** 2.51** 2.54** 2.62** 2.31** 2.54** 2.33** 2.27** 
Jewish, weekly attender, Wave 1     .2 1.46 1.54 1.53 1.46 1.52 1.38 1.49 1.38 1.46 
Jewish, < weekly attender, Wave 1   1.4   .42   .43   .48   .42   .43   .42   .43   .42   .52 
Other religion, weekly attender, Wave 1   5.6 1.70*** 1.74*** 1.86*** 1.70*** 1.69*** 1.49** 1.72*** 1.54*** 1.48** 
Other religion, < weekly attender, Wave 1   4.8 1.19 1.22* 1.25* 1.19 1.20 1.16 1.18 1.14 1.18 
No religion, Wave 1 (Reference group)   3.8          

% schoolmates weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1  1.01** 1.01** 1.01** 1.01** 1.01** 1.01** 1.01** 1.01** 1.01** 
% schoolmates < weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1  1.01* 1.01* 1.01* 1.01* 1.01* 1.01* 1.01* 1.01* 1.01* 
Non-Catholic religious school, Wave 1  1.18 1.19 1.23 1.18 1.17 1.10 1.17 1.15 1.09 

Wants to attend college very much, Wave 1     .92***         .98 
Mom disappointed if didn’t graduate college, Wave 1     .97         .98 

Ever went to college      .61***        .60*** 
Cumulative GPA in high school      .95        .93* 
Likelihood of attending college, Wave 1      .99      1.00 

Likelihood of at least middle-class income by age 30     1.04     1.07** 

Money important for successful marriage/relationship        .94***      .94*** 

OK to cohabit without intending to marry         .89***     .88*** 

Would consider nonmarital birth, Wave 1        1.02    .95 

Likelihood of being married by age 25, Wave 1         1.30*** 1.28*** 
 

*** p < .001  ** p < .01  * p < .05    

 81

Note: Models control for age (duration), gender, race, family of origin income, parent education, parent age at marriage, family of origin structure, urbanicity of school, region of school, average family 
income of schoolmates, % of schoolmates black, and % schoolmates with parent with college degree.
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“other” religions are also more likely to marry younger. Catholics, black Protestants, and 

Jews are not significantly different from nonreligious young adults in their marriage 

timing. These results are generally consistent with previous findings on religion and 

marriage timing. Model 1 of Table 3.4 also shows that attending school with a higher 

proportion of religiously conservative peers—both committed and less committed 

religiously conservative peers—leads to earlier marriage, even net of individual religious 

characteristics.  

 Model 2 adds the educational aspirations and parental expectations variables. 

Although young adults with higher educational aspirations are significantly less likely to 

marry earlier, these variables do nothing to explain away the religious differences in 

marriage timing. All of the statistically significant individual-level religious odds ratios 

are larger (albeit only slightly) once educational aspirations are factored in. Educational 

opportunity (Model 3) also does not appear to be underlying the religion-marriage timing 

association. Young adults who have attended college are far less likely to marry earlier 

than those who never attended college, but this does little to explain the religious 

differences evident in Model 1. Only the relationship between conservative Protestants 

who attended church less than weekly and marriage timing is mediated by the educational 

opportunity variables, and the mediation is very slight (from an odds ratio of 1.33 to 

1.30). None of the educational variables alter the religious context effects appreciably. 

 Model 4 of Table 3.4 reveals that more certainty about one’s financial security is 

not significantly associated with earlier marriage (though p < .10), and neither does it 

alter the religion effects in any meaningful way. Model 5 shows that those who believe 



 

 83

that money is more important for a successful relationship or marriage are less likely to 

marry early, but like the other factors thus far this does not explain the religion effects at 

all. 

 Model 6 considers the role of cohabitation attitudes. More agreement with the 

idea that cohabitation without intending to marry is associated with lower odds of 

marrying earlier, and this does seem to explain some of the religious differences in 

marriage timing. The committed conservative Protestant odds ratio is reduced by more 

than a third, committed mainline Protestants are no longer significantly different from 

nonreligious young adults in their marriage timing, and the effect of being Mormon—

irrespective of their participation in a religious community—is also reduced. 

Interestingly, once cohabitation attitudes are factored in, conservative Protestants with 

different levels of religious service attendance are nearly identical in their marriage 

timing. Any added effect of religious commitment among conservative Protestants is 

explained by differential attitudes toward cohabitation. Cohabitation attitudes do not 

explain the religious context effects, however. Attitudes toward nonmarital childbearing 

are not helpful in explaining either marriage timing or religious differences in marriage 

timing.  

  Marital expectations (in Model 8) explain some of the individual-level religious 

effect on marriage timing. Young adults who expected to be married by 25 years old are 

in fact more likely to do so—expectations are not completely divorced from reality. The 

odds ratios for both conservative Protestant groups are reduced, and the difference 

between committed mainline Protestants and the nonreligious again becomes 
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nonsignificant. The effect of being Mormon—especially a committed Mormon—is also 

attenuated somewhat when marital expectations are accounted for. Still, “marital 

expectations” are something of a black box. Expectations could result from multiple 

factors—both preferences and opportunity (or schemas and resources). Furthermore, the 

religious context effect is unaltered by the inclusion of marital expectations in the model. 

 Model 9 includes all the mediating variables in one model. Net of a number of 

controls and all of these mediating factors, there are still religious differences in marriage 

timing. Conservative Protestants and Mormons—those who were regularly involved in 

their religious community and those who were not—are still more likely to marry earlier 

than nonreligious young adults, net of educational aspirations, educational opportunity, 

economic prospects, beliefs about the importance of money for marriage, attitudes toward 

cohabitation and nonmarital childbearing, marital expectations, and religious contexts. 

Attending school with a higher percentage of schoolmates who were Mormons or 

conservative Protestants is also associated with earlier marriage. Still, it appears attitudes 

toward cohabitation and marital expectations do play a part in explaining individual-level 

religious differences in marriage timing, even if the effect of religious context is not 

explained by any of these variables. 

 Table 3.5 begins a more detailed analysis of the marriage-education conjuncture 

in young adulthood. Table 3.5 presents odds ratios predicting never-married young adults 

who say they would drop out of school to get married if they met someone they wanted to 

marry. This table is helpful in understanding religious variations in marriage timing for 

three reasons: (a) I can assess the respondents’ current attitudes based on their current 



 

Table 3.5. Odds Ratios from Multi-Level Logit Regression Models Predicting Would Drop Out of School to Get Married, Never-Marrieds (N = 11,099)  
  

 % = 1 
 

M1 
 

M2 
 

M3 
 

M4 
 

M5 
 

M6 
 

M7 
 

M8 
 

Conservative Protestant, weekly attender   9.5 2.05*** 2.09*** 2.05*** 2.04*** 2.16*** 2.09*** 1.34 1.67** 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender   7.2 1.14 1.14 1.14 1.15 1.16 1.15   .96 1.04 
Black Protestant, weekly attender   2.8   .87   .90   .88   .88   .90   .89   .67   .76 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender   4.4   .98   .99   .98   .98   .99   .99   .88   .94 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender   7.0 1.11 1.13 1.11 1.13 1.15 1.13   .71   .84 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender   6.7   .98   .98   .98 1.00   .99   .99   .81   .85 
Catholic, weekly attender   5.9   .78   .78   .77   .78   .80   .78   .57*   .63 
Catholic, < weekly attender   6.5   .96   .98   .97   .99   .97   .97   .85   .92 
Mormon (LDS), weekly attender 37.7 8.58*** 8.71*** 8.57*** 8.64*** 9.05*** 8.89*** 4.64*** 5.69*** 
Mormon (LDS), < weekly attender 12.3 1.95 2.07 1.95 1.96 2.02 1.99 1.34 1.64 
Jewish, weekly attender     .7 2.18 2.15 2.18 2.10 2.18 2.19 2.36 2.18 
Jewish, < weekly attender   6.1   .92   .93   .92   .95   .92   .92   .80   .83 
Other religion, weekly attender   9.5 2.23* 2.19* 2.22* 2.26* 2.34* 2.24* 1.61 1.93 
Other religion, < weekly attender   9.7 1.16 1.16 1.17 1.16 1.17 1.16 1.11 1.19 
No religion, weekly attender     .9   .33   .34   .33   .34   .34   .33   .24   .26 
No religion, < weekly attender (Reference group)   7.1         

% schoolmates weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1  1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.00 1.00 
% schoolmates < weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1    .99   .99   .99   .99   .99   .99   .99   .99 
Non-Catholic religious school, Wave 1    .95   .95   .94   .96   .96   .95   .91   .99 

Wants to attend college, Wave 1     .92*        .92* 
Mom disappointed if didn’t graduate college, Wave 1     .91        .91* 

Likelihood of at least middle-class income by age 30      .99       .91 

Money important for successful marriage/relationship       .95***      .94*** 

OK to cohabit without intending to marry      1.03   1.11** 

Would consider nonmarital birth, Wave 1       1.19  1.15 

Likelihood of being married by age 25, Wave 1        1.05 1.06 
Wants to be married now        1.59*** 1.60*** 
Important to marry someday        1.26*** 1.32*** 

 
*** p < .001  ** p < .01  * p < .05        Note: Models control for age, gender, race, family of origin income, parent education, parent age at marriage, family of origin structure, personal earnings, work 
status, educational status, relationship status, pregnancy status (of partner), parenthood status,  urbanicity of school, region of school, average family income of schoolmates, % of schoolmates black, and 
% schoolmates with parent with college degree.
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religious characteristics, (b) I can explore the effect of marital desires—not just marital 

expectations—on willingness to drop out of school to marry, and (c) educational 

opportunity and mate availability are assumed for all respondents in the survey question. 

The first column of Table 3.5 displays the percentage of never-married young adults who 

would drop out of school to marry by their personal religious characteristics. For the most 

part, willingness to do this is rare. Fewer than 10 percent of young adults in each 

religious classification would drop out of school to marry—with the exception of 

Mormons. Almost 40 percent of Mormons who are attending church on a weekly basis 

(or more) report that they would do this, as do 12 percent of less committed Mormons. 

Model 1 of Table 3.5 shows that net of controls for a host of factors, including (notably) 

educational status and relationship status, weekly-attending conservative Protestants, 

Mormons, and adherents to “other” religions are more willing to drop out of school to 

marry, should they be attending school and find a person they want to marry. The effect 

sizes for each of these groups are quite substantial. Committed conservative Protestants 

and committed adherents to “other” religions are more than twice as likely as 

nonreligious young adults to be willing to drop out of school to marry; committed 

Mormons are more than eight times as likely. Religious contexts during adolescence, 

however, do not predict a willingness to drop out of school to marry. Models 2–8 seek to 

explain why these findings are so. Differences across individual religious traits have little 

to do with attitudes toward education, money, or family forms. Instead, religious 

differences in willingness to drop out of school to marry are largely about marital desires. 

Young adults who want to be married now and who find it important to marry someday 
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are much more likely to be willing to drop out of school to do so. Accounting for these 

desires reduces the effect of being a committed conservative Protestant to a 

nonsignificant odds ratio of 1.34 (from 2.05). The “other” religion effect also becomes 

nonsignificant, and the committed Mormon odds ratio is slashed from 8.58 to 4.64. 

Clearly there are other factors at work among committed Mormons, but a willingness to 

drop out of school to marry is mostly about heightened desire to be married and marital 

salience among committed conservative Protestants and Mormons. Together with the 

results regarding marital expectations from Table 3.4, Table 3.5 suggests that the 

tendency for some religiously conservative young adults to prioritize marriage over 

education during young adulthood stems not from devaluing education, but from 

valorizing marriage. Table 3.5 also suggests that marriage timing may be less about 

marital expectations per se and more about marital desires. The effect of marital 

expectations in Table 3.5 is not significant, while the effect of marital desires is 

substantively and statistically significant.  

 Table 3.6 shifts the focus to a related explanation for early marriage—diminished 

marriage-education role conflict. The scenario in Table 3.5—dropping out of school to 

marry—assumes the existence of conflict between going to school full time and marriage. 

Those answering that they would marry in the scenario in Table 3.6—reducing schooling 

to marry—conceive of marriage and education as potentially co-existing; in other words, 

there is less role conflict in their minds between schooling and marriage. The first column 

of Table 3.6 reveals (not surprisingly) that more young adults are willing to reduce their 

schooling to marry than are willing to drop out of school altogether. As with the scenario 



 

Table 3.6. Odds Ratios from Multi-Level Logit Regression Models Predicting Would Reduce Schooling to Get Married, Never-Marrieds (N = 11,099)  
  

 % = 1 M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8 

Conservative Protestant, weekly attender 26.0 1.74*** 1.76*** 1.71*** 1.74*** 1.62*** 1.78*** 1.17 1.24 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender 22.3 1.22* 1.22* 1.20* 1.24* 1.19 1.23* 1.01 1.05 
Black Protestant, weekly attender 14.9 1.15 1.16 1.13 1.16 1.10 1.16   .89   .93 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender 16.4 1.08 1.08 1.06 1.08 1.05 1.09   .95   .98 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender 25.4 1.34 1.34 1.32 1.36 1.27 1.36   .90   .95 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender 18.8   .92   .92   .91   .93   .90   .93   .75**   .77* 
Catholic, weekly attender 18.5   .80   .81   .79   .81   .77   .81   .59**   .61** 
Catholic, < weekly attender 20.4 1.01 1.02 1.00 1.03 1.00 1.02   .88   .91 
Mormon (LDS), weekly attender 64.5 9.39*** 9.48*** 9.31*** 9.49*** 8.75*** 9.66*** 5.42*** 5.74*** 
Mormon (LDS), < weekly attender 33.2 1.93 1.96 1.94 1.94 1.84 1.93 1.32 1.41 
Jewish, weekly attender     .7   .55   .56   .55   .54   .56   .56   .52   .50 
Jewish, < weekly attender 22.4   .90   .92   .90   .92   .90   .90   .76   .78 
Other religion, weekly attender 17.8 1.62* 1.60 1.61 1.64* 1.52 1.65* 1.18 1.23 
Other religion, < weekly attender 22.5 1.26 1.27 1.26 1.27 1.25 1.27 1.18 1.21 
No religion, weekly attender 26.6 1.62 1.62 1.59 1.61 1.54 1.62 1.14 1.16 
No religion, < weekly attender (Reference group) 19.0         

% schoolmates weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1  1.00 1.00 1.00  1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 
% schoolmates < weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1    .99   .99   .99    .99   .99   .99 1.00 
Non-Catholic religious school, Wave 1  1.21 1.22 1.22  1.19 1.23 1.16 1.20 

Wants to attend college very much, Wave 1     .96        .95 
Mom disappointed if didn’t graduate college, Wave 1     .95        .95 

Likelihood of at least middle-class income by age 30    1.09**     1.01 

Money important for successful marriage/relationship       .95***      .94*** 

OK to cohabit without intending to marry        .96   1.02 

Would consider nonmarital birth, Wave 1       1.18**  1.17* 

Likelihood of being married by age 25, Wave 1        1.02 1.03 
Wants to be married now        1.44*** 1.44*** 
Important to marry someday        1.31*** 1.34*** 

 

*** p < .001  ** p < .01  * p < .05    

 

Note: Models control for age, gender, race, family of origin income, parent education, parent age at marriage, family of origin structure, personal earnings, work status, educational status, relationship 
status, pregnancy status (of partner), parenthood status,  urbanicity of school, region of school, average family income of schoolmates, % of schoolmates black, and % schoolmates with parent with 
college degree. 
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in the previous table, however, Mormons distinguish themselves on this outcome. Close 

to 65 percent of weekly-attending Mormons say they would reduce their schooling load 

to marry, as do one third of less-than-weekly-attending Mormons. About one quarter of 

committed conservative and mainline Protestants report this as well, as do about 22 

percent of less committed conservative Protestants. In contrast, just 19 percent of 

nonreligious young adults are willing to do this. Net of controls, both weekly and less-

than-weekly attending conservative Protestants are more likely to be willing to reduce 

their schooling to marry—especially the more committed conservative Protestants—as 

are weekly-attending adherents to “other” religions. The major difference here—like in 

Table 3.5—is among committed Mormons. Mormons who attend church weekly or more 

are more than nine times more likely than nonreligious young adults to be willing to 

reduce schooling on account of marriage. As with a willingness to drop out of school to 

marry, the willingness to reduce schooling among young adults from these religious 

groupings is principally about marital desires, not attitudes toward education or 

socioeconomic factors. Furthermore, there are no religious context effects for this 

outcome. 

 Saying you would reduce schooling to get married is one thing; actually doing it 

is another. Furthermore, the scenarios in Tables 3.5 and 3.6 do not tap respondents’ 

willingness to marry while attending school full time. To shed light on young adults’ 

actual behavior, Table 3.7 shows the associations between religious factors, the mediating 

factors, and the odds of either being a married college student or earning a college degree 

after marriage among college students and those who have earned a college degree. (The 



 

Table 3.7. Odds Ratios from Multi-Level Logit Regression Models Predicting Married College Student or Earned College Degree After Marrying, Among 
College Students and College Graduates (N = 5,309)  
  

 % = 1 M1 M2 M3 M4 M5 M6 M7 M8 
 
Conservative Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1 18.1 2.23** 2.23** 2.19** 2.28** 1.84* 2.31*** 2.06** 1.81* 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1 20.6 1.92* 1.92* 1.90* 1.95* 1.82* 1.96** 1.87* 1.86* 
Black Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1   7.3 1.27 1.29 1.25 1.32 1.12 1.32 1.24 1.18 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1   9.6 1.45 1.45 1.43 1.43 1.32 1.45 1.37 1.24 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1 11.0 2.09** 2.12** 2.09** 2.10** 1.81* 2.16** 1.96** 1.85** 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1   9.6 1.44 1.45 1.40 1.47 1.35 1.46 1.37 1.35 
Catholic, weekly attender, Wave 1   5.3 1.28 1.30 1.27 1.30 1.16 1.29 1.21 1.17 
Catholic, < weekly attender, Wave 1   9.8 1.47 1.50 1.47 1.50 1.40 1.51 1.41 1.43 
Mormon (LDS), weekly attender, Wave 1 35.0 7.23*** 7.42*** 6.97*** 7.46*** 5.57*** 7.60*** 6.29*** 5.36*** 
Mormon (LDS), < weekly attender, Wave 1 21.2 2.75 2.70 2.84 2.96 2.28 2.88 2.86 2.72 
Other religion, weekly attender, Wave 1 11.6 2.53** 2.54** 2.60*** 2.55** 2.06** 2.67*** 2.32** 2.06* 
Other religion, < weekly attender, Wave 1 10.2 1.06 1.09 1.07 1.08   .99 1.09 1.02 1.07 
No religion, Wave 1 (Reference group)   7.2         

% schoolmates weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1  1.02*** 1.02*** 1.02*** 1.02*** 1.02*** 1.02*** 1.02*** 1.02*** 
% schoolmates < weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1  1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 1.01 
Non-Catholic religious school, Wave 1    .63   .62   .67   .62   .59   .63   .61   .59 

Wants to attend college very much, Wave 1     .88**        .86** 
Mom disappointed if didn’t graduate college, Wave 1   1.05      1.05 

Likelihood of at least middle-class income by age 30    1.36***     1.35*** 

Money important for successful marriage/relationship       .94**      .94** 

OK to cohabit without intending to marry        .88**     .88** 

Would consider nonmarital birth, Wave 1       1.22  1.23 

Likelihood of being married by age 25, Wave 1        1.24*** 1.21*** 
 
*** p < .001  ** p < .01  * p < .05    
Note: Models control for age, gender, race, family of origin income, parent education, parent age at marriage, family of origin structure, urbanicity of school, region of school, average family income of 
schoolmates, % of schoolmates black, and % schoolmates with parent with college degree.
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sample is not those ever attending college because Add Health did not collect information 

about the timing of when they stopped attending.) The first column of Table 3.7 shows 

large variations in the proportions of each religious group that attended college after 

marrying (as best as can be determined with Add Health). On one end of the spectrum are 

committed Catholics, committed black Protestants, and nonreligious young adults; they 

are the young adults least likely to attend school after marrying. On the other end of the 

spectrum are Mormons and conservative Protestants. Model 1 shows that these 

differences are quite substantial. Committed conservative Protestants are more than twice 

as likely as nonreligious young adults to go to college after marrying, and less committed 

conservative Protestants are 92 percent more likely to do so. Committed mainline 

Protestants and committed adherents to “other” religions are also more than twice as 

likely as nonreligious young adults to continue schooling after marriage. Committed 

Mormons once again distinguish themselves: They are more than seven times as likely to 

go to school after marrying as young adults with no religious affiliation. Religious 

context also matters for going to college after marrying. Those who attended school with 

more religiously conservative and committed schoolmates are more likely to marry and 

continue schooling. The mediators in Table 3.7 tell a similar story as in previous tables: 

The proclivity to marry and continue schooling among religious groups is less about 

devaluing education and more about valuing marriage. Anti-cohabitation attitudes and 

marital expectations both mediate the religion and schooling-after-marriage relationship 

substantially as well. And as in previous analyses, the religious context effects are robust 

to all of the mediators. 



 

 92

 The outcome variable in Table 3.7 is limited in that it can not capture young 

adults who went to school after marrying but did not earn a degree and are no longer 

currently enrolled. To ensure that this measurement issue is not amplifying the effect of 

religion, I analyze data from NLSY97. NLSY97 contains detailed information about the 

timing of both schooling and marriage. In Table 6, I predict ever attending college after 

marriage among young adults having ever attended college. The results here are generally 

consistent with those in Table 3.7 with a few exceptions. Less committed conservative 

Protestants are not significantly different than nonreligious young adults on this outcome, 

and committed black Protestants and less committed Mormons are more likely than 

nonreligious young adults to go to college after marrying. Nevertheless, by and large, the 

findings in Table 3.8 confirm that those from Table 3.7 are not the artifact of a 

measurement problem. 

 Table 3.9 turns from the marriage-education conjuncture and focuses on the work-

before-marriage script. Not only do young adults overwhelmingly say that marriage 

should follow the completion of their education, but most also say that working full time 

prior to marriage—establishing themselves in a career and becoming financially stable—

is important. Being willing to veer from this script could result in earlier marriage. Table 

3.9 shows that this attitude is dominant across all religious groups except committed 

Mormons. About three quarters of nonreligious young adults say that it would be 

important to them to work full time for a year or two prior to marrying, even if they met 

someone they wanted to marry. Nine out of ten committed black Protestants feel this 

way, as do almost as many (87 percent) less committed black Protestants. Catholics also 



 

Table 3.8. Confirmatory Analysis: Odds Ratios from Logit Regression Models Predicting Ever Enrolled in School 
after Marriage, Among Young Adults Ever Enrolled in College, NLSY97 (N = 5,178) 
 

 % = 1 Model 1 

Conservative Protestant, weekly attender 21.4 2.46*** 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender 16.6 1.26 
Black Protestant, weekly attender   8.5 2.30* 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender   8.1 1.88 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender 15.6 2.04** 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender 11.0   .99 
Catholic, weekly attender 11.5 1.46 
Catholic, < weekly attender   8.7   .87 
Mormon (LDS), weekly attender 35.2 5.28*** 
Mormon (LDS), < weekly attender 33.0 3.94* 
Jew, weekly attender   8.3 1.07 
Jew, < weekly attender   2.1   .25 
Other religion, weekly attender 16.2 2.16* 
Other religion, < weekly attender   6.6   .74 
No religion, weekly attender 17.9 2.86 
No religion, < weekly attender (Reference group) 10.0  

 

*** p < .001  ** p < .01  * p < .05 
Note: Model 1 controls for age at last interview, gender, race, family of origin income, parent education, family of origin structure, urbanicity of 
residence, and region of residence.     
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Table 3.9. Odds Ratios from Multi-Level Logit Regression Models Predicting Important to Work Full Time for 1–2 Years before Marrying, Never-Marrieds (N = 11,099)  
  

 % = 1 
 

M1 
 

M2 
 

M3 
 

M4 
 

M5 
 

M6 
 

M7 
 

Conservative Protestant, weekly attender 74.9   .98   .98   .98 1.04   .96 1.08 1.15 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender 77.3 1.06 1.05 1.01 1.08 1.05 1.08 1.05 
Black Protestant, weekly attender 89.8 1.47* 1.47* 1.42 1.53* 1.45* 1.54* 1.55* 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender 87.1 1.14 1.13 1.11 1.16 1.13 1.15 1.15 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender 74.9 1.13 1.12 1.10 1.18 1.11 1.25 1.28 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender 75.2 1.19 1.18 1.14 1.20 1.18 1.20 1.17 
Catholic, weekly attender 82.0 1.57** 1.56** 1.56** 1.62** 1.55** 1.64** 1.69** 
Catholic, < weekly attender 80.0 1.16 1.15 1.09 1.17 1.15 1.16 1.11 
Mormon (LDS), weekly attender 38.2   .33**   .33**   .32**   .35**   .32**   .39**   .40* 
Mormon (LDS), < weekly attender 64.2   .71   .71   .70   .73   .71   .83   .86 
Jewish, weekly attender 93.4 3.59 3.58 3.63 3.58 3.54 3.27 3.30 
Jewish, < weekly attender 61.0   .65   .65   .61   .65   .64   .64   .61 
Other religion, weekly attender 78.6   .92   .92   .90   .97   .91 1.02 1.04 
Other religion, < weekly attender 80.7 1.38* 1.38* 1.37* 1.40* 1.38* 1.41* 1.43* 
No religion, weekly attender 83.8 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.04   .99 1.09 1.17 
No religion, < weekly attender (Reference group) 76.3        

% schoolmates weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1    .99   .99   .99   .99   .99   .99   .99 
% schoolmates < weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1  1.01 1.01 1.00 1.01 1.00 1.01 1.00 
Non-Catholic religious school, Wave 1  1.16 1.17 1.17 1.18 1.15 1.19 1.21 

Likelihood of at least middle-class income by age 30   1.02     1.00 

Money important for successful marriage/relationship    1.15***    1.15*** 

OK to cohabit without intending to marry     1.03   1.03 

Would consider nonmarital birth, Wave 1        .86*    .87* 

Likelihood of being married by age 25, Wave 1         .99   .98 
Wants to be married now         .78***   .79*** 
Important to marry someday       1.20*** 1.16*** 

 
*** p < .001  ** p < .01  * p < .05    
Note: Models control for age, gender, race, family of origin income, parent education, parent age at marriage, family of origin structure, personal earnings, work status, educational status, relationship 
status, pregnancy status (of partner), parenthood status,  urbanicity of school, region of school, average family income of schoolmates, % of schoolmates black, and % schoolmates with parent with 
college degree. 
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appear to be slightly more likely than others to take this stance. Committed Mormons, 

however, are less likely to do so: Only about 38 percent say it is at least somewhat 

important to them to work full time for a year or two prior to marriage. Model 1 of Table 

3.9 shows that committed black Protestants and committed Catholics (as well as less 

committed adherents to “other” religions) are more likely than nonreligious young adults 

to buy into this work-before-marriage script. Committed Mormons, however, are much 

less likely than nonreligious young adults to do so. There are no variations across 

religious contexts. The black Protestant effect is explained in part by their belief that 

money is more important for a successful marriage or serious committed relationship. 

None of the mediators do anything to explain the proclivity for committed Catholics to 

adhere to the work-before-marriage script. The weekly-attending Mormon effect is also 

robust to the mediating variables. Only cohabitation attitudes and marital desires reduce 

the difference between committed Mormons and nonreligious young adults, but this 

reduction is very slight.  

 Table 3.10 predicts actually working full time for a year prior to marriage among 

the married young adults in NLSY97. The NLSY97 is a young sample (no married 

respondents are older than 27), so working full time for a year before marriage will be 

more rare in this sample and the variation in it more difficult to detect. Indeed, Model 1 

of Table 3.10 suggests there are no significant differences in work before marriage across 

religious characteristics. Some of the effects are sizeable, however, and further analysis 

with an older sample could possibly reveal religious differences. 



 

Table 3.10. Odds Ratios Predicting Young Adults Who Worked Full Time for Year Prior to Marriage, Married 
Young Adults, NLSY97 (N = 2,056) 
 

 % = 1 Model 1 

Conservative Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1 22.5 1.12 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1 25.7 1.46 
Black Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1 12.2   .86 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1 20.3 1.68 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1 17.0   .73 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1 27.8 1.13 
Catholic, weekly attender, Wave 1 18.4   .93 
Catholic, < weekly attender, Wave 1 29.6 1.33 
Mormon (LDS), weekly attender, Wave 1 22.1   .90 
Mormon (LDS), < weekly attender, Wave 1 14.4   .58 
Jew, weekly attender, Wave 1 34.3 2.31 
Jew, < weekly attender, Wave 1 28.1 1.04 
Other religion, weekly attender, Wave 1 21.2   .74 
Other religion, < weekly attender, Wave 1 32.8 1.76 
No religion, weekly attender, Wave 1 12.6   .45 
No religion, < weekly attender (Reference group) 23.5  

 
*** p < .001  ** p < .01  * p < .05   
 
Note: Model 1 controls for gender, race, family of origin income, parent education, family of origin structure, urbanicity of residence, and region 
of residence.   
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 Table 3.11 explores the last explanation for a religion-marriage timing 

relationship, the idea that religion provides economic resources for young adults who 

marry early. The findings in Table 3.11 do not support this argument. If anything, the 

religious young adults who marry youngest—conservative Protestants, Mormons, and 

committed mainline Protestants—are less likely than nonreligious married young adults 

to have received substantial financial assistance from their parents over the past year. The 

differences here are not statistically significant, but the direction of the effect is the 

opposite of what we would expect if economic resources from parents were leading 

religious young adults to get married. 

A Note about Gender Differences 

Because conservative religious traditions like conservative Protestantism and 

Mormonism are often associated with “traditional” gender norms (e.g., Denton 2004), it 

is possible that religious differences in marriage timing vary across gender. I have not 

focused on these differences here, but I did conduct ancillary analyses with gender-

religion interaction terms and re-ran the analyses separately by gender. For the most part, 

the religious effects are remarkably similar across gender for each outcome. The one 

exception is the work-before-marriage script, where less committed conservative 

Protestant women, black Protestant women, and Mormon women are less likely than their 

male counterparts to report valuing full time work prior to marriage. The mediators 

behave similarly across genders as well, though it appears educational opportunity and 

attainment may explain some of the difference in marriage timing for less committed 



 

Table 3.11. Odds Ratios Predicting Received $1000+ from Parents in Last Year or Lives with Parents, Married 
Young Adults (N=2,190) 
 

 % = 1 Model 1 
 
Conservative Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1 22.5   .69 
Conservative Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1 23.3   .86 
Black Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1 22.7   .80 
Black Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1 38.7 1.31 
Mainline Protestant, weekly attender, Wave 1 34.0   .90 
Mainline Protestant, < weekly attender, Wave 1 21.0   .49** 
Catholic, weekly attender, Wave 1 40.3   .98 
Catholic, < weekly attender, Wave 1 28.0   .75 
Mormon (LDS), weekly attender, Wave 1 41.1   .71 
Mormon (LDS), < weekly attender, Wave 1 14.1   .60 
Other religion, weekly attender, Wave 1 22.6   .48** 
Other religion, < weekly attender, Wave 1 38.2 1.23 
No religion, Wave 1 (Reference group) 30.8  
   
% schoolmates weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1    .99 
% schoolmates < weekly attending CP/LDS, Wave 1    .99 
Non-Catholic religious school, Wave 1  1.44 

 
*** p < .001  ** p < .01  * p < .05    
Notes: Model 1 controls for age, gender, race, family of origin income, parent education, parent age at marriage, family of origin structure, 
personal earnings, work status, educational status, pregnancy status, parenthood status, urbanicity of school, region of school, average family 
income of schoolmates, % of schoolmates black, and % schoolmates with parent with college degree. 
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conservative Protestant women but not less committed conservative Protestant men. Still, 

the religion-marriage timing relationship is not markedly different across genders. 

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

The findings from this study corroborate those from other studies of religion and 

marriage timing and suggest that cultural factors can and do indeed influence young 

adults’ timing of marriage in the contemporary United States. Mormons and conservative 

Protestants marry earlier than nonreligious young adults, as do committed adherents to 

“other” religions and committed mainline Protestants. Attending school in a religiously 

conservative context (i.e., with committed religiously conservative schoolmates) also 

leads young adults to marry earlier, net of their own religious characteristics. 

 How does religion shape marriage timing? The findings from my event history 

analysis suggest religion affects marriage timing in part by diminishing the perceived 

appropriateness of marriage’s biggest competitor: cohabitation. Religion also increases 

young adults’ marital expectations and desires. At first glance, it appears that religion 

does not influence socioeconomic factors associated with marriage timing. Upon closer 

inspection, however, religion does seem to influence the relative importance of 

socioeconomic factors vis-à-vis marital desires and expectations. Although young adults 

with different religious characteristics—except perhaps for conservative Protestants who 

attended church less than weekly as adolescents—do not tend to devalue education in 

absolute terms (i.e., they report similar or more positive educational outcomes), they do 

have different priorities in young adulthood. Religious young adults, especially 
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committed conservative Protestants and Mormons, are much more likely to be willing to 

drop out of school or reduce their schooling in order to marry. They are also more 

likely—along with less committed conservative Protestants, committed mainline 

Protestants, and committed adherents to “other” religions—to marry and continue their 

schooling. Again, this is not a function of devaluing education; it is a function of 

valorizing marriage. This also suggests that religion can reduce marriage-schooling role 

conflict in young adulthood; many religious young adults are willing to be married and to 

attend school at the same time (and are more likely than nonreligious adults to do so even 

after accounting for their education and marriage attitudes). The influence of religion on 

economic (as opposed to education) factors is more muted. In some cases, religion seems 

to increase young adults’ stated need to work full time before marrying. Only in the case 

of committed Mormons does religion reduce adherence to this script (though in this case 

it does so rather powerfully). As with education, this doesn’t appear to be about 

devaluing economic prerequisites of marriage. Rather, it is about raising the importance 

of marriage and thus diminishing the relative value of economic factors. Although the 

analysis here does not reveal significant differences in actual work behavior prior to 

marriage, this is likely a function of the young married sample. Future research should 

consider this possibility. Lastly, religion does not appear to shape economic opportunity 

for marriage. There is no evidence that religion is associated with increased financial 

assistance from parents after marriage. 

In addition to these individual-level effects of religion, religion also exerts a 

contextual effect on young adults’ marriage timing. Nevertheless, the mediating variables 
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explored in this study were powerless to explain this effect. The influence of religious 

context does not appear to operate through attitudes toward education, economic 

prerequisites for marriage, family forms, or marriage itself. This may indicate that the 

effect of religious contexts is structural: Growing up in more committed religiously 

conservative environments may expose young adults to other young adults who are more 

willing to marry at younger ages. Certainly this explanation is speculative and should be 

tested empirically with appropriate data. 

 I have argued that religion shapes marriage timing primarily by influencing 

attitudes toward cohabitation, attitudes toward marriage, the relative importance of 

education and economic standing prior to marriage, and marriage-schooling role conflict 

in young adulthood. Religious contexts also foster earlier marriage. Of course, in this 

study I have used religion as only one example of a cultural factor that may shape 

marriage timing. Religion, with its institutional supports, is a relatively easy cultural 

variable to measure. Other cultural factors (e.g., materialism, feminism, individualism) 

may influence marriage timing in different ways (or not at all). The pathways through 

which religion affects marriage timing cannot be generalized to other cultural factors. 

The more modest contribution of this study is instead to show that culture can and does 

influence marriage timing in the contemporary United States, and it can and does do so in 

part by shaping attitudes toward socioeconomic prerequisites of marriage (e.g., 

completion of education, career establishment).  

In addition to its implications for marriage timing, this study also has 

ramifications for understanding the transition to adulthood. Scholars have noted the role 
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conflict between education and marriage in young adulthood (Thornton et al. 1995). 

What remains to be studied are variations in that role conflict among young adults with 

different social characteristics. These results suggest religion is one important factor that 

may reduce schooling-marriage role conflict among young adults. There may be many 

other social factors that influence this role conflict in adulthood—race, family structure, 

socioeconomic status, etc.—that are worthy of further investigation. This study also 

suggests that although schooling-before-marriage and work-before-marriage scripts are 

dominant in young adulthood, there is a considerable amount of variation in those scripts. 

Knowing who follows these scripts is important for understanding how young adults 

navigate the transition to adulthood in the United States and potentially provides a more 

balanced and accurate picture of this transition. 

 This study also has wider implications for theorizing about family formation. 

Most research in family demography relies either explicitly or implicitly on some variant 

of rational choice theory. Decisions about family formation are conceived of as 

calculated cost-benefit analyses wherein individuals’ opt for the path with the highest 

perceived value. This may or may not be how young adults make marriage decisions. In 

this paper, I have articulated two theoretical perspectives that could account for the 

findings: a sociological or anthropological account that holds no matter how young adults 

actually go about entering into marriage, and an economic account that assumes rational 

decision-making. Again, the analysis and results reported here are compatible with both 

perspectives. Nevertheless, by applying a theoretical perspective that does not rely on the 

assumptions of rational choice, I have shown that studies of marriage timing—and family 
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demography more broadly—need not rely on rational choice theories. I am not the first to 

argue this (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2006; Bachrach et al. 2007; Johnson-Hanks 2007). 

Given the limitations of my quantitative data, however, I can not provide any evidence to 

either support or discredit a rational choice perspective. 

 This study also makes an important contribution to debates in the sociology of 

religion about secularization. Although the definition of secularization varies widely 

among scholars, it is clear from this study that religion in America retains some sort of 

authority in the lives of its adherents. Of course, in the absence of longitudinal data it is 

impossible to say whether or not the influence of religion is waning—a key tenet of 

socialization theory. Nevertheless, it is clear that religious influence on marriage timing 

persists. Interestingly, however, the results here suggest that institutional aspects of 

religion during adolescence may not be all that influential in the lives of young adults. 

Although I theorized that young adults who were more committed would differ from their 

less committed co-religionists, this does not often appear to be the case with respect to 

marriage timing. The within-tradition differences are modest and for the most part 

nonsignificant, with the exception being for the willingness to drop out of school or 

reduce schooling outcomes, as well as the importance of working full time prior to 

marriage outcome (results not shown). This suggests that religious socialization may be 

taking place primarily outside of religious institutions—in families, for instance. Future 

research may wish to explore the effect of parental religion on marriage timing. An 

alternative explanation for the lack of within-tradition differences is that since the 

outcomes that used Wave 3 religion measures did reveal within-tradition differences by 



 

 104

religious service attendance, religious service attendance during adolescence is less 

consequential because it is less a function of individual choice. Adolescents typically 

attend church with their parents, and sometimes their attendance may even be coerced. 

Although this may occur in some instances, it is doubtful this explains what is occurring 

here. Fewer than 2 percent of conservative Protestant adolescents who attended church 

weekly or more as adolescents reported that religion was not at all important or fairly 

unimportant to them. 

 A cautionary note about measurement issues is in order here. In addition to the 

issues discussed above with the measurement of the religion variables, there are other 

measurement issues that come with using the Add Health data for this analysis. First, the 

timing of the measurement of some of the mediating variables in this study may introduce 

error. For example, respondents who expressed certain attitudes at Wave 1 may have 

shifted their stance by the time they were getting married. If this is so, we would expect 

conservative estimates of these effects. Some of the mediating variables, such as the 

economic certainty variable, the belief about the importance of money variable, and the 

cohabitation attitudes variable, were taken from the Wave 3 survey. These measures may 

have changed as a result of marriage, and thus their role in explaining religious variation 

in marriage timing may be overstated. Since the first two of these three variables do not 

appear to explain religious variation, this is a minor concern. The third variable, 

cohabitation attitudes, does explain religious variation in marriage timing, so this is more 

problematic. I assume stability over time in this measure, but to the extent that these 
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attitudes change with marriage I may be overestimating their effect on the religion-

marriage timing relationship. 

Conclusion 

Culture can and does influence the timing of young adults’ entry into marriage, and it can 

and does influence the relative importance of socioeconomic factors that are thought to 

be salient prerequisites for marriage in the contemporary United States. Because of this, 

studies of marriage (and other family processes) that allow and test for both cultural and 

economic factors—and the interaction between the two—will yield more a more 

complete understanding of why people marry when they do. 

 
NOTES 

1 Lesthaeghe emphasizes culture as the underlying cause of family change, but he also 

allows for structure to shape culture: “Economic circumstances affect the value 

orientations of the socializing generation, set constraints on family building patterns, and 

open or close possibilities for cultural diffusion” (Lestaeghe and Surkyn 1988:39). 

2 These questions were taken from the 1980 Study of American Families, a Detroit-area 

study (Thornton and Freedman 1982). 

3 These samples of unmarried respondents are subject to selection out of the sample via 

marriage—respondents who are married are the least likely to follow these delayed 

marriage scripts. Marriage becomes more and more common as young adults age, so we 

would expect selection effects to increase with age. That is, selection is less of an issue 

among 18- and 19-year-olds because marriage is so rare, whereas it is more salient 
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among 24- and 25-year-olds because marriage is more common (i.e., never-married 25-

year-olds are a more select group than never-married 18-year-olds). To test for this type 

of selection, I ran models including only 18-21-year-olds. This approach is similar to that 

of other studies with similar selection issues (e.g., Raley and Bratter 2004). The results 

indicate that selection is not an issue; effect sizes in this younger sample were similar to 

those in the full sample. Moreover, if religious young adults are more likely to select out 

of the sample into marriage, the results reported here would be conservative estimates of 

religion’s effect on marriage timing. 
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CHAPTER 4 

WHY MANY YOUNG ADULTS DON’T MARRY… 

EVEN WHEN THEY WANT TO 

 
Chapter 2 reveals that a nontrivial proportion of American young adults are marrying at 

young ages and argues that this group has been mostly overlooked in social scientific 

research over the last several decades. There is potentially a second neglected group of 

young adults: those who are not married but wish that they were. Indeed, social scientists 

have amassed significant literatures on marriage-related topics, including marriage 

attitudes, marital expectations, and—of course—marriage itself, yet the topic of whether 

young adults actually want to get married has typically been overlooked. On the few 

occasions that marital desires have been studied directly, the focus is on an eventual wish 

to marry, not necessarily a desire to marry in the present. The desire to be married is an 

important aspect to the study of marriage and early adulthood, however, for at least three 

important reasons. First, the social scientific and popular literature on young adulthood, 

or “emerging adulthood,” often paints a picture of American young adults as self-

focused, unstable, identity-exploring individuals (Arnett 2004)—not a particularly 

flattering portrait. Young men bear the brunt of the criticism and are derisively referred to 

as “child-men” (Hymowitz 2008) or “boy-men” (Cross 2008) who inhabit “Guyland” 

(Kimmel 2008), a noxious world of parties, video games, and casual sex. This climate is 

not conducive to developing good husbands and fathers, some argue (Hymowitz 2008). 

Thus, young women are left to wonder “why there are no good men left” (Whitehead 
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2003) and pass their early adult years as high-flying, globe-trotting careerists, even as 

their biological clocks continue to tick (Hymowitz 2007). For these identity-exploring, 

independence-seeking young adults, marriage is not only off the radar screen, it is viewed 

as unwise. Anything that quells individual freedom during this time is seen as anathema. 

But as Whitehead and Popenoe (2004) point out, these images of young adults overlook 

not only the nontrivial proportion of young adults who continue to marry at an early age, 

but also those unmarried young adults who wish that they were married. There is some 

evidence to suggest that young adults who want to be married are less prone to risky 

behaviors, including marijuana use, binge drinking, and higher numbers of sexual 

partners (Carroll et al. 2007; Willoughby and Dworkin 2009), so acknowledging the 

existence of young adults who want to be married and understanding the contexts that 

foster marital desires may yield a more complete picture of contemporary young adults.  

 Secondly, marital desires are important in light of policy initiatives to foster 

marriage among low-income women with children (Lichter, Batson, and Brown 2004). 

Efforts to promote marriage among these women, as well as among the general 

population, may be futile if individuals have little or no desire to marry at the moment, 

and they may be counterproductive if they encourage relationships that conflict with what 

people actually want. Although Lichter and his colleagues (2004) have made an 

important contribution in this regard by finding widespread marital desires among single 

women, their analysis is limited to older young adult women (ages 29–37) and their 

measure of marital desire taps the desire to marry eventually, not necessarily at present. 

Other notable studies indicate that some young adults—cohabitors and unwed mothers—
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are very desirous of marriage but face economic and cultural hurdles to reaching their 

goal (Gibson-Davis, Edin, and McLanahan 2005; Smock, Manning, and Porter 2005). 

These important contributions nevertheless do not explain potential variance in these 

desires that could be helpful in fashioning effective policy. A broader, and nationally-

representative, analysis of marital desires among young adults is warranted. 

 Finally, marital desires are important to understand if we are to explain 

differences in marriage patterns among young adults. Marriage attitudes and intentions 

are good predictors of marital behavior (e.g., Clarkberg, Stolzenberg, and Waite 1995; 

McGinnis 2003; Lichter et al. 2004; Thornton, Axinn, and Xie 2007). To help explain 

racial differences in marriage rates, for example, South (1993) uncovered lower levels of 

marital desires among Blacks and Hispanic women than among their White counterparts, 

and higher levels of marital desires among Hispanic men than among White men. These 

data, from Wave 1 of the National Survey of Families and Households, are now more 

than two decades old, and they also gauge only respondents’ desire to eventually marry, 

rather than their desire to be married in the present. Understanding how marital desires 

affect marital timing and actual marriage among subgroups of the population need 

necessarily account for current wishes, not merely long term goals. The finding that only 

20% of single women who desired marriage were married four years later (Lichter et al. 

2004), for example, could be explained by obstacles to marriage among these women, or 

it could simply be that they envision marriage happening later in their life course. 

Although mapping the prevalence of, and the environments that foster, marital 

desires in the young adult population is itself important, it is also important to identify the 
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factors that impede marriage among those who wish that they were married, if any. In 

this study, I argue that many young adults do not marry—even though they may want 

to—because of a powerful cultural schema that defines a married couple as financially 

stable and independent. This schema prescribes a certain script for young adults that 

prioritizes work above marriage until one is established financially. This script is more or 

less influential among young adults in different social locations, with differential access 

to alternative scripts and various types of resources. And in some cases, these cultural 

scripts and resources can work together to create a desire to be married but not a 

willingness to do so before working for a time. I provide evidence in support of these 

arguments using data from Waves 1 and 3 of the National Longitudinal Study of 

Adolescent Health. Before doing so, I expound upon what we know about marital desires 

and marriage scripts in the United States. 

 
THE MARITAL DESIRES OF YOUNG ADULTS 

Social scientists know very little about who wants to marry and next to nothing about 

who wishes they were already married. We know, however, that marriage remains highly 

valued among young adults and retains a great deal of symbolic significance in society, 

even as it has been deinstitutionalized (Cherlin 2004). The qualitative studies of 

cohabitors and unwed mothers mentioned above offer several explanations for why these 

women, who speak so highly of marriage and wish to get married, do not actually do it. 

Front and center in the explanation are economic concerns. Unmarried parents desire 

financial security—and even freedom from financial worry entirely—before they marry 
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(Gibson-Davis et al. 2005). Financial security and having enough money to pay for a 

“proper” wedding is also important for cohabiting couples (Smock et al. 2005). Gibson-

Davis and her colleagues (2005) point out that unmarried parents’ high view of marriage 

is actually one reason they do not marry: They want to ensure that their partner is the 

“right” one, and they are fearful of divorce. Poor women also report a high view of 

marriage and echo these financial concerns, but they also seek a man who will put family 

first, is a good companion, and who will treat them fairly, including being faithful 

sexually and not abusive (Cherlin 2004; Edin and Kafalas 2005). 

 Nationally-representative studies of marital desires and impediments to marriage 

are difficult to find, so the generalizability of these findings and the desires of other 

young adults are difficult to assess. In 1987–1988, about 82% of 18–35-year-old women 

and 75% of 18–35-year-old men agreed that they “would like to get married someday,” 

an attitude that was more common among the younger adults in the sample, non-Black 

adults, those who hadn’t cohabited, the more highly educated, and the childless (Sweet 

and Bumpass 1992). South’s (1993) analysis of the same NSFH data revealed that Black 

men’s lower desire to marry stemmed primarily from their belief that marriage would 

have a negative impact on their friendships and on their sex life. Black women’s lower to 

desire to marry vis-à-vis White women, a difference that was less substantial than it was 

among men, was explained by differences in educational attainment (which itself was 

positively associated with marital desire among both men and women). Hispanic men 

were more likely to want to marry someday than White men, a finding that could not be 

explained away statistically, but which was speculatively explained by a cultural 
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difference in the meaning of marriage. While these race differences are notable, South 

found very little variation in eventual marital desire by other factors, including earnings, 

employment, and socioeconomic status. Men from the North and South, however, were 

more likely than those from the West to desire marriage. 

 Lichter et al.’s (2004) study of the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1979) 

further explored single young women’s eventual marriage desires. Overall, in the 1994 

follow-up survey, nearly three-quarters of single women wanted to marry. The biggest 

differences among women were found across education levels: Only 61% of women with 

less than a high school degree wanted to marry, compared to 69% of high-school 

graduates and 79% of those with more than a high-school education. Hispanic women 

and rural women were less likely than their counterparts to desire marriage. Women who 

wanted to be married in 1994 were nearly four times as likely to be married four years 

later, which highlights the importance of taking desires into account. 

To my knowledge, only two studies and a research brief have explored the 

prevalence of or factors associated with the current marital desires of young adults, or 

those Arnett (2004) calls “emerging adults.” Carroll and his colleagues (2007) found 

positive bivariate correlations between the desire to be married now and age, level of 

relationship-involvement, religiosity, impulsivity, and extraversion among 18–26-year-

olds on six college campuses. According to the 1996 and 1998 General Social Surveys 

(GSS), about three times as many single (i.e., not in any type of romantic relationship) 

18–24-year-olds desire to be married as have no desire to marry (Mahay and Lewin 

2007). Unfortunately, the GSS does not ask respondents in a romantic or cohabiting 
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relationship about their marital desires. Furthermore, Mahay and Lewin (2007) focus on 

variations across age groups and do not focus in-depth on young adults. A recent research 

brief from Child Trends (Scott et al. 2009) provides a cursory overview of the desire to 

be married among 20–24-year-olds in the Add Health data. About one quarter of young 

adults wish that they were married, including about one third of women, and Whites and 

Blacks are the most likely to want to be married, followed by Hispanics and then Asians. 

Given the implications of marital desires for understanding the transition to adulthood 

and marriage patterns, as well as for implementing good policy initiatives, further 

investigation into the current marital desires of this age group is certainly merited. 

 
CULTURAL SCHEMAS AND SCRIPTS AS IMPEDIMENTS TO MARRIAGE 

Marital desires are not always actualized, however, for a number of reasons. Most 

obviously, some people are unable to find a partner that they desire to marry—or that 

desires to marry them. But there are other potential hurdles to marriage as well. The 

desire to marry has to be weighed against other desires and needs, such as educational 

pursuits, economic security, and personal growth and development, among many other 

things. With this complexity in mind, Johnson-Hanks (2007) argues that demographic 

rates (such as marriage rates) should be understood as (a) the distribution of conjunctures, 

and (b) the culturally-influenced ways in which individuals navigate these conjunctures. 

Conjunctures, from this perspective, are the “configurations of exigencies that social 

actors will face at specific times” (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2006). In order to navigate 

through these conjunctures, individuals—whether they are conscious of it or not—draw 
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on the cultural schemas that are available to them. According to Blair-Loy (2001:689), 

cultural schemas are “ordered, socially-constructed, and taken for granted framework[s] 

for understanding and evaluating self and society, for thinking and for acting.” Not only 

do cultural schemas help individuals interpret the world, but they also provide scripts for 

how to act, and define that which is good and right (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2006). 

Theorists from Bourdieu (1977) to Giddens (1984) to Sewell (1992) have argued that 

social action is the result of the interplay between the cultural schemas and the resources 

that are available to different actors. Resources—broadly defined as anything that 

instantiates schemas in the physical world (e.g., media, rituals, institutions, as well as 

physical objects) (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2006)—are imbued with relevance for a certain 

conjuncture by cultural schemas that offer meaningful interpretations of the situation, and 

individuals’ resources and social location determine to which cultural schemas they are 

exposed. 

 Young adulthood has been described as a “demographically dense” period of the 

life course (Rindfuss 1991:496). Put another way, it is rife with conjunctures. Within only 

a few years, young adults typically complete their education, move out of their parents 

home, establish themselves in a career, marry, and have their first child—though the 

optimal ordering of these events is not always clear. Should one get married before 

finishing their education? Should one have a child before getting married?  

These conjunctures often conjoin or juxtapose different life domains, especially 

work and family (Johnson-Hanks et al. 2006). Even so, the work-family literature tends 

to focus on conjunctures brought on by parenthood, such as the pull of work versus 
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intensive mothering (Hays 1996), devotion to work versus devotion to family among 

career women (Blair-Loy 2001), and the breadwinner-versus-family-man tension among 

religious men (Ammons and Edgell 2007; Civettini and Glass 2008). Arguably, however, 

deciding to marry during young adulthood represents a work-family conjuncture. On one 

hand, the institution of marriage is deeply embedded and valued in American society, as I 

have discussed above. Nearly 90% of Americans will eventually marry (Goldstein and 

Kenney 2001). Such a cultural acceptance of and emphasis on marriage may foster the 

desire to marry among young adults. On the other hand, because marriage is so highly 

valued, young adults are taught that it is only to be entered into once one is financially 

independent and stable. Thus, marriage is properly entered into only after one has 

established themselves in their career. Of course, there is nothing inherent in marriage 

that suggests financial independence and stability are prerequisites to marriage. This is a 

taken-for-granted cultural schema that conceives of a married couple as a financially 

independent unit. This schema was inherited from our Western European forebears, who 

were unique in this understanding of marriage. In most parts of the world, newly-married 

couples were part of a joint-family household (Hajnal 1965).  

This cultural schema regarding marriage yields a script of how to navigate young 

adulthood: first establish yourself in your career (or at least a decent paying job), and then 

marry. Although there is greater diversity in the sequencing of demographic events (i.e., 

completion of education, labor force participation, marriage, and childbirth) during the 

transition to adulthood now than in the past, it is still rare for young adults to marry 

before finishing school and entering the workforce (Mouw 2005). Townsend’s (2002) 
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qualitative study of men suggests there is a specific order to how things are to be done—

complete school, get a job, move out of your parents’ home, live independently, date, 

meet your spouse, spend time together, set up a home, buy a house, and have children—

and that deviations from this script have to be justified. The quantitative evidence backs 

up this assessment: 80% of unmarried young adults say that educational pursuits and 

career development take precedence over marriage, and 86% say that a person must be 

economically set before marriage (Whitehead and Popenoe 2001). Thus, many young 

adults seem to put off marriage until a later time. What is not clear is to what extent they 

are delaying the gratification of their marital desires to do so. 

  
SOCIAL LOCATION, MARITAL DESIRES, AND SCRIPTS 

An individual’s social location exposes her or him to different cultural schemas and their 

scripts regarding marriage. Thus, we would expect young adults in different social 

positions to report varying levels of marital desires and varying levels of stated adherence 

to marriage scripts that prescribe work to precede marriage. I hypothesize that these 

things will vary by a number of factors: demographic characteristics, family background, 

socioeconomic circumstances, religious characteristics, and relationship characteristics. 

The list of factors presented here is not intended to be exhaustive, but rather a variety of 

factors that may theoretically shape young adults’ marital desires and scripts. Before 

turning to the analysis, I briefly explore each of these factors in turn. 

Demographic characteristics. Marital desires and scripts may vary by a number of 

demographic factors, including gender, age, race, region of the country, and urbanicity. 
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Women have always married at younger ages than men in the United States (Fitch and 

Ruggles 2000), suggesting their desire to be married may be stronger in young adulthood 

(Scott et al. 2009). Even though women’s economic circumstances are growing in 

importance for marriage timing (Sweeney 2002), many women may also still hold a male 

breadwinner view of family life and feel less of a need to be financially stable prior to 

marrying. Among young adults, age may also be an important factor. As young adults 

age and marriage becomes more commonplace (Mahay and Lewin 2007), young adults’ 

desire to marry may increase and they may be more willing to marry before working full 

time, especially if they feel their marriage market position is diminishing. Indeed, many 

young adults envision an age-30 deadline for marriage (Arnett 2004). Race and ethnicity 

may also be salient predictors of marital desires and scripts. South (1993) reported a 

lower desire to marry among Blacks vis-à-vis Whites, and higher marital desires among 

Hispanic men. Scott et al. (2009) report that marital desires are highest among Whites 

and Blacks, somewhat lower among Hispanics, and even lower among Asians. Race may 

also affect adherence to a marriage script with an economic logic. Black men are more 

likely than white men to report that it is important to have economic supports in place 

before marrying (Bulcroft and Bulcroft 1993). Region and urbanicity are also known to 

influence marital timing and behavior: Young adults from the South and from rural areas 

are also more likely to marry early (McLaughlin, Lichter, and Johnston 1993; Chapter 2). 

Women and men in these areas may be less willing to postpone marriage in favor of 

career because they are more likely to espouse traditional family attitudes (Bolzendahl 

and Myers 2004). 
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Family background. The socioeconomic status of an individual’s family of origin is 

likely important for shaping marriage desires and scripts. People whose parents have 

higher educational attainment and financial assets are less likely to marry young (Axinn 

and Thornton 1992; Chapter 2), possibly because (a) families with more abundant 

economic resources can provide alternative living situations for their older children, 

especially daughters (Waite and Spitze 1981), (b) individuals are in less of a hurry to 

leave these types of homes (Thornton 1991), (c) or individuals from these homes desire a 

higher standard of living (South 2001). Parental modeling of marriage may also be 

important. Young adults whose parents married young are more likely both to marry and 

to cohabit at earlier ages (Thornton 1991; Chapter 2). Young adults from divorced 

families may desire marriage to escape a suboptimal home environment, or, alternatively, 

may be less willing to marry because their parents’ divorce has left them with less 

favorable opinions of marriage (Amato and Booth 1991; Axinn and Thornton 1996; 

Wolfinger 2003). 

Socioeconomic circumstances. Young adults’ socioeconomic situation may affect their 

desire to marry and their perceived necessity to postpone marriage until their career has 

been established. Those who are better positioned financially may be more ready to 

marry, as these factors are often viewed as necessary prerequisites to marriage 

(Townsend 2002; Whitehead and Popenoe 2002). Educational status may be especially 

predictive of young adults’ desire to marry, as marriage may be incompatible with their 

role as a student (Thornton, Axinn, and Teachman 1995; Thornton, Axinn, and Xie 

2007). 
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Religious characteristics. Major religious traditions in the United States promote an 

ideology of familism, the idea that family life is sacred and more important than other 

domains of life (Ammons and Edgell 2007). Young adults in religious networks and 

exposed to religious teachings may be more likely than others to wish that they were 

married. The family is especially central in more conservative religious groups, such as 

conservative Protestantism and Mormonism. A large number of studies have documented 

the distinctive approach to family life among conservative Protestants (e.g., Ellison, 

Bartkowski, and Segal 1996; Bartkowski and Xu 2000; Bartkowski 2001; Ellison and 

Bartkowski 2002; Wilcox 2004). Given this focus on the family, conservative Protestants 

may be especially likely to want to marry. Indeed, conservative Protestants are more 

likely to marry young (Xu, Hudspeth, and Bartkowski 2005; Chapter 3). The Mormon (or 

LDS) church also has an especial interest in the family. Marriage from a Mormon 

understanding is integral to personal happiness both in the present life and in the afterlife 

(Holman 2007). Interestingly, in contrast to conservative Protestantism, Mormon 

teaching provides a clear script for how to proceed through young adulthood. According 

to former Mormon church president Ezra Taft Benson (1988:192), “God has a timetable, 

a sequence…[W]hen one is mature enough and has found the right companion, marriage 

should not be delayed for education…[T]here is a proper order to follow.” This clear-cut 

script from the head of the church means Mormons may be especially likely to eschew a 

work-before-marriage script. On the other hand, conservative Protestants and Mormons 

also tend to espouse traditional gender roles, so men may feel the need to establish 

themselves as breadwinners before marrying. 
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Relationship characteristics. Relationship experiences may alter the way young adults 

view marriage vis-à-vis work. Those who are dating or cohabiting may want to marry, 

since they have a partner. But they may also be dating or cohabiting—and not married—

because they are following scripts that prescribe working full time prior to doing so 

(Smock et al. 2005). Young adults who are pregnant themselves, who have a pregnant 

partner, or who have a biological child, may also consider family schemas that place an 

emphasis on raising children within a marriage relationship, although Lichter and his 

colleagues (2004) did not find a significant difference in marital desires among single 

women with and without children. 

 
DATA  

The data for this study come from Waves 1 and 3 of Add Health. Add Health was funded 

by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) and 17 

other federal agencies. It is a school-based panel study of health-related behaviors and 

their causes, with emphasis placed on social context and social networks. Wave 1 was 

conducted in 1994 and 1995 and consisted of in-depth interviews with 20,745 American 

youth in grades 7–12. Schools included in the study were chosen from a sampling frame 

of U.S. high schools and were nationally representative with respect to size, urbanicity, 

ethnicity, type (e.g., public, private, religious), and region. A total of 132 schools 

participated in the study, ranging in size from 100 to over 3000 students. Wave 3 was 

conducted in 2001 and 2002, when respondents were 18–28 years old, and consisted of 
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interviews with 15,197 of the Wave 1 respondents. More information about Add Health 

is online at www.cpc.unc.edu/addhealth.  

My sample for this study is never-married young adults. I dropped respondents 

who lacked a valid sample weight, those who were previously or currently married, those 

who identified as homosexual, and those who were still in high school. (For some of the 

bivariate analysis, I include the currently married respondents.) Respondents who were 

missing on the dependent variables were also dropped via listwise deletion. Missing 

values for all independent variables were imputed using indicator/dummy variable 

adjustment (Cohen, Cohen, West, and Aiken 2003). My working sample for the analysis 

of marital desires is 11,355. The sample for the work-before-marriage script variable, 

which is restricted to those who report that they want to be married now, is 2,921. 

 
MEASURES 

Dependent Variables 

Add Health asked unmarried Wave 3 respondents about their feelings toward marriage. 

Among these items was the question: “How much do you agree or disagree with the 

statement, ‘I would like to be married now’?” Respondents were able to strongly agree, 

agree somewhat, neither agree nor disagree, disagree somewhat, or strongly disagree with 

the statement. Because analysis of this ordinal level variable violated the parallel 

regressions assumption of ordered logit regression, I dichotomize this outcome such that 

those who somewhat or strongly agreed were coded 1, and all others were coded 0. 
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Add Health also posed hypothetical scenarios to unmarried respondents at Wave 3 

and asked questions about how they would respond to them. These hypothetical 

conjunctures reveal young adults’ adherence to different marriage scripts. For this study, 

I use Add Health’s hypothetical work-marriage conjuncture. Add Health posed the 

following scenario: 

 How important would it be for you to work full time for a year or two before 

you got married? (An earlier question in the series stipulated that the 

respondent met someone that they wanted to marry. A fuller description of 

this series of questions is listed in Chapter 3.) 

From responses to this question I form a dichotomous variable, again because analysis of 

the ordinal variable violated the assumptions of ordered logit regression. This variable 

identifies respondents who say it would be at least somewhat important to them to work 

full time for a year or two before marrying the person they wanted to marry. 

Independent Variables 

I include five sets of independent variables in the analysis: demographic characteristics, 

family background, socioeconomic circumstances, religious characteristics, and 

relationship characteristics. 

Demographic characteristics. I include a measure of respondents’ gender, age, their race 

and ethnicity (White, Black, Hispanic, Asian), their region of the country (South, 

Midwest, Northeast, West), and their urbanicity (urban, suburban, rural). Age is 

measured continuously; all others are binary variables. All demographic variables are 

from the Wave 1 survey. 
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Family background. I include several measures tapping young adults’ family 

characteristics. Parent respondents at Wave 1 were asked to report their family income, 

educational attainment, and age at marriage (if married). I collapsed family income into 

11 categories (less than $10,000/year, $10,000-19,999/year, $20,000-29,999/year and so 

on through $100,000/year or more). I created a dummy variable to indicate both parents 

or the resident parent having a college degree; this variable comes from the Wave 1 

survey. I also created a dichotomous variable for parent respondent’s age at marriage, 

which is gleaned from the parent survey at Wave 1. Those who married at age 21 or 

younger are coded 1; others are coded 0. Lastly, I include a binary variable to indicate 

that the respondent’s biological parents are still married at the Wave 1 interview. 

Socioeconomic circumstances. Socioeconomic factors may influence young adults’ desire 

to marry and their perceived feasibility of marrying before working full time. To measure 

the respondents’ personal earnings, I created an eight-category earnings variable. The 

lowest category (coded 1) is for those earning less than $10,000/year; the highest 

category (coded 8) is for those earning $75,000/year or more at Wave 3. I also include a 

set of binary variables for respondents’ educational attainment at Wave 3 (never went to 

college, went to college but did not earn degree, enrolled in two-year college, earned 

associate’s degree, enrolled in four-year college, earned bachelor’s degree or higher). 

Religious characteristics. Following the RELTRAD method for classifying respondents 

in religious traditions (Steensland et al. 2000), I created a set of dummy variables for 

conservative Protestants, black Protestants, mainline Protestants, Catholics, Jews, 

Mormons, those from other religions, and the nonreligious. The measure of religious 
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service attendance ranges from never (coded 0) to more than once a week (coded 6). The 

religion variables are Wave 3 measures. 

Relationship characteristics. Respondents’ Wave 3 relationship status is measured with a 

set of dummy variables indicating whether they are single, in a romantic or sexual 

relationship, or cohabiting with a romantic partner. Binary variables are also included to 

indicate whether the respondent is pregnant (for women) or has a pregnant partner (for 

men). The household roster was used to identify respondents with a biological child 

living in their home; those with at least one biological child in the home were coded 1. 

 For descriptive statistics for all variables, see Table 4.1.  

 
ANALYTIC APPROACH 

For each of the outcomes—wanting to be married now and wanting to work full time 

before marriage—I perform both bivariate and multivariate analysis. In Table 4.2, I 

present bivariate statistics showing the percentage of never-married young adults who 

wish that they were married now, those who do not wish to be married (or who are 

neutral on the matter), and those that are already married. Because marital timing is 

known to vary across gender (with women marrying younger), I report these percentages 

separately for women and men. Also, I report the percentages for marital desires among 

never-married respondents. Table 4.3 then reports the results from logit regression 

models predicting the desire to be married. The first column is the full sample of young 

adults. The second and third columns are split by gender to reveal gendered processes in 

marital desires; significant interactions, obtained from full models with multiplicative  



 

Table 4.1. Descriptive Statistics for Full Sample and Restricted Sample* of Young Adults 
 

 

Mean / SD,  
Full Sample 
(N = 11,355)  

Mean / SD, 
Restricted Sample* 

(N = 2,921) 
Range 

 
Wants to be married now .25 –––– 0, 1 
Important to work full time before marriage –––– .73  
Female .47 .57 0, 1 
Age 21.61  /  1.85 22.00  /  1.82 18–28 
White .66 .66 0, 1 
Black .17 .20 0, 1 
Hispanic .10 .09 0, 1 
Asian .04 .03 0, 1 
Lives in the South, Wave 1 .37 .42 0, 1 
Lives in the Midwest, Wave 1 .31 .32 0, 1 
Lives in the Northeast, Wave 1 .16 .12 0, 1 
Lives in the West, Wave 1 .17 .15 0, 1 
Lives in suburban area, Wave 1 .59 .58 0, 1 
Lives in urban area, Wave 1 .27   .25 0, 1 
Lives in rural area, Wave 1 .14   .17 0, 1 
Family income, Wave 1 5.08  /  2.46 4.76  /  2.26 1–11 
Family income missing .21   .23 0, 1 
Both (or only) parents have college degree .30   .23 0, 1 
Parent education missing .14   .16 0, 1 
Parent married at 21 or younger .54   .58 0, 1 
Parent age at marriage missing .12   .14 0, 1 
Biological parents still married .57   .55 0, 1 

 
* Restricted sample is young adults who wish that they were married now. 
 
Notes: Indicator variables for missing values only presented for variable with more than 3% missing values. Variables are Wave 3 unless other 
wise indicated. 
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Table 4.1 Continued. Descriptive Statistics for Full Sample and Restricted Sample* of Young Adults 
 

 

Mean / SD,  
Full Sample 
(N = 11,355)  

Mean / SD, 
Restricted Sample* 

(N = 2,921) 
Range 

    
Personal earnings 2.27  /  1.49 2.43  /  1.53 1–8 
Personal earnings missing .06   .05 0, 1 
Never went to college .38   .46 0, 1 
Went to college, no degree .11   .13 0, 1 
Enrolled in two-year college .12   .10 0, 1 
Earned associate’s degree .04   .05 0, 1 
Enrolled in four-year college .24   .16 0, 1 
Earned bachelor’s degree or higher .11   .10 0, 1 
Conservative Protestant .20   .24 0, 1 
Black Protestant .10   .13 0, 1 
Mainline Protestant .11   .12 0, 1 
Catholic .25 .22 0, 1 
Jewish .01   .01 0, 1 
Mormon .01   .01 0, 1 
No religion .23   .19 0, 1 
Religious affiliation missing or indeterminable .05   .04 0, 1 
Frequency of religious service attendance 1.90  /  1.87 2.21  /  1.98 0–6 
Currently in romantic or sexual relationship .37  .36 0, 1 
Currently in romantic or sexual relationship missing .17   .13 0, 1 
Currently cohabiting .19   .34 0, 1 
(Partner is) Currently pregnant .02   .04 0, 1 
(Partner is) Currently pregnant missing .19   .16 0, 1 
Has biological child living in home .12   .23 0, 1 

 
* Restricted sample is young adults who wish that they were married now. 
 
Notes: Indicator variables for missing values only presented for variable with more than 3% missing values. Variables are Wave 3 unless other 

wise indicated.
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interaction terms between gender and the independent variables, are noted. Finally, the 

fourth column presents the results for the younger respondents in the sample. Because 

these analyses are of never-married adults, some of the effects may be masked by 

selection out of the sample into marriage. Marriage becomes more and more common as 

young adults age, so if selection is occurring, we would expect different results among 

18–21-year-old respondents than among the full sample. That is, selection is less of an 

issue among 18–21-year-olds because marriage is so rare, whereas it is potentially more 

salient among 22–26-year-olds because marriage is more common. If the results in the 

fourth column of Table 4.3 are similar to those in the first column, this suggests that  

selection into marriage is not a major problem. Significant interactions, obtained from 

full models with multiplicative interaction terms between age groups (18–21 vs. all 

others) and the independent variables, are noted. This approach follows that of other 

studies with similar selection issues (e.g., Raley and Bratter 2004). 

 I repeat a similar process for the work-before-marriage variable, though this 

analysis is restricted to those young adults who report that they want to be married now. 

Table 4.4 reports bivariate statistics showing the percentages of young adults who say it 

is important for them to work fulltime before marrying. Table 4.5 reports the multivariate 

results for this outcome following the same process as Table 4.3. 

In order to accommodate the multiple design weights that accompany Add Health 

data, I generate all analyses using svy estimators in Stata 10 which account for the 

primary sampling unit (high school), the region, and the unequal probability of being 

included in the sample. 



 

Table 4.2. Young Adults Classified by Marital Desires and Marital Status, in Percent (percent of never-married in 
parentheses) 
 

 
Women 

 
Men 

 

Wants to 
be married 

Does not 
want  
to be 

married 

Married Wants to 
be married 

Does not 
want  
to be 

married 

Married 

  

Overall 24.5 (31.2) 54.1 (68.8) 21.4 17.7 (20.5) 68.3 (79.5) 14.1 

18–20 years old 21.3 (23.4) 69.8 (76.6) 8.9 13.9 (14.4) 82.3 (85.6) 3.9 
21–23 years old 25.0 (32.9) 51.1 (67.2) 23.9 18.5 (21.5) 67.7 (78.5) 13.8 
24+ years old 28.1 (42.6) 37.9 (57.4) 34.0 20.3 (27.5) 53.4 (72.5) 26.3 

White 23.6 (30.9) 52.9 (69.1) 23.5 17.4 (20.4) 68.1 (79.6) 14.5 
Black 32.5 (36.7) 55.9 (63.3) 11.6 19.5 (21.7) 70.5 (78.4) 10.0 
Hispanic 19.7 (26.2) 55.6 (73.8) 24.7 17.7 (21.9) 63.2 (78.1) 19.1 
Asian 20.2 (24.3) 62.9 (75.7) 16.9 13.7 (15.0) 77.8 (85.0) 8.4 

Lives in the West, Wave 1 21.2 (26.2) 59.8 (73.8) 19.0 16.9 (19.9) 68.4 (80.2) 14.7 
Lives in the Midwest, Wave 1 25.3 (31.8) 54.2 (68.2) 20.5 17.7 (20.3) 69.2 (79.7) 13.2 
Lives in the South, Wave 1 25.8 (35.4) 47.2 (64.6) 27.0 19.3 (23.4) 63.1 (76.6) 17.6 
Lives in the Northeast, Wave 1 23.2 (26.0) 66.0 (74.0) 10.8 13.9 (14.6) 80.8 (85.4) 5.3 

Lives in urban area, Wave 1 23.7 (29.6) 56.2 (70.4) 20.1 16.9 (19.9) 68.3 (80.1) 14.8 
Lives in suburban area, Wave 1 24.8 (30.9) 55.5 (69.1) 19.8 17.3 (19.7) 70.6 (80.3) 12.1 
Lives in rural area, Wave 1 25.1 (35.6) 45.3 (64.4) 29.7 20.2 (25.4) 59.5 (74.6) 20.3 

Family income < $30,000, Wave 1 24.4 (32.3) 51.1 (67.7) 24.5 20.6 (24.6) 63.2 (75.4) 16.3 
Family income $30,000–59,999, Wave 1 24.8 (32.1) 52.5 (67.9) 22.7 17.8 (20.3) 69.7 (79.7) 12.5 
Family income $60,000+, Wave 1 22.5 (26.2) 63.3 (73.8) 14.2 12.0 (13.4) 77.5 (86.6) 10.5 
Both (or only) parents have college 
degree 22.0 (25.6) 63.9 (74.4) 14.1 13.8 (15.1) 77.9 (84.9) 8.3 

Parent married at 21 or younger 25.6 (34.3) 49.1 (65.7) 25.3 17.8 (21.3) 65.7 (78.7) 16.5 

Biological parents still married, Wave 1 23.8 (29.8) 56.3 (70.2) 19.9 17.0 (19.7) 69.4 (80.4) 13.7 
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Table 4.2 continued. Percent of Young Adults Classified by Marital Desires and Marital Status (percent of never-
married in parentheses) 
 

 
Women 

 
Men 

 

Wants to 
be married 

Does not 
want  
to be 

married 

Married Wants to 
be married 

Does not 
want  
to be 

married 

Married 

Personal earnings < $10,000 22.0 (27.2) 58.9 (72.9) 19.2 16.3 (17.7) 76.1 (82.4) 7.6 
Personal earnings $10,000–29,999 26.5 (34.5) 50.4 (65.5) 23.0 19.2 (23.0) 64.6 (77.1) 16.2 
Personal earnings $30,000+ 32.0 (44.7) 39.6 (55.3) 28.4 16.5 (22.8) 56.1 (77.2) 27.4 

Never went to college 27.2 (39.2) 42.4 (60.8) 30.5 20.4 (25.0) 61.3 (75.0) 18.3 
Went to college, no degree 27.1 (37.2) 45.7 (62.8) 27.2 21.0 (25.1) 62.6 (74.9) 16.4 
Currently enrolled in two-year college 22.2 (24.9) 67.0 (75.1) 10.8 15.1 (16.5) 76.3 (83.5) 8.6 
Earned associate’s degree 27.7 (41.3) 39.3 (58.7) 33.0 18.1 (23.5) 59.0 (76.5) 22.8 
Currently enrolled in four-year college 19.3 (21.2) 72.0 (78.9) 8.7 11.7 (12.2) 83.9 (87.8) 4.4 
Earned bachelor’s degree or higher 25.3 (31.0) 56.4 (69.1) 18.3 15.1 (17.4) 71.7 (82.6) 13.2 

Conservative Protestant 24.3 (36.4) 42.5 (63.6) 33.2 20.0 (25.7) 57.8 (74.3) 22.3 
Mainline Protestant 26.1 (32.6) 54.2 (67.4) 19.6 20.8 (22.7) 70.9 (77.3) 8.3 
Black Protestant 32.8 (37.7) 54.2 (62.3) 13.0 22.1 (24.4) 68.7 (75.6) 9.2 
Catholic 22.8 (27.3) 60.8 (72.7) 16.5 15.6 (17.6) 73.0 (82.4) 11.4 
Jewish 30.5 (31.4) 66.7 (68.6) 2.8 13.1 (14.6) 76.5 (85.4) 10.4 
Mormon 30.2 (55.7) 24.1 (44.3) 45.7 29.6 (47.4) 32.8 (52.6) 37.6 
No religion 21.9 (26.8) 60.0 (73.3) 18.1 15.2 (17.3) 73.0 (82.7) 11.8 

Attends religious services rarely/never 23.4 (28.7) 58.1 (71.3) 18.5 16.7 (19.0) 71.1 (81.0) 12.2 
Attends religious service weekly or more 26.4 (37.3) 44.5 (62.7) 29.1 22.3 (28.7) 55.6 (71.4) 22.1 

Currently single (20.9) (79.1) ––– (15.2) (84.8) ––– 
Currently in a romantic or sexual 
relationship (30.9) (69.1) ––– (18.1) (81.9) ––– 
Currently in a cohabiting relationship (49.5) (50.5) ––– (40.3) (59.7) ––– 

(Partner is) Currently pregnant 27.3 (55.2) 22.1 (44.8) 50.6 19.5 (34.2) 37.6 (65.8) 42.8 

Has biological child living in home 26.7 (47.4) 29.8 (52.6) 43.5 16.3 (41.0) 23.4 (59.0) 60.3 
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RESULTS 

Table 4.2 reports the percentage of young adults—split by gender—who wish that they 

were married now, do not wish that they were married now (or are neutral on the subject), 

and are already married. Despite the common caricature of young adults as uninterested 

in marriage, Table 4.2 suggests a significant minority of young adults either wish that 

they were married or already are. Indeed, only 54% of young women do not want to be 

married, and just 68% of young men. More than three out of ten never-married young 

women and one out of five never-married young men express a desire to be married. 

These numbers do not represent an overwhelming interest in marriage by any stretch, but 

neither do they suggest that marriage is completely off the radar screen of all young 

adults.  

 Table 4.2 also shows interesting variation in the desire to marry among this age 

group (mostly 18–25-year-olds). As we expected, desiring to be married becomes more 

common with age. The strongest desire to marry among never-married women is, 

surprisingly, among Black women, though many more White and Hispanic women have 

already married. Among men, there appears to be very little difference in marital desire 

across race-ethnic groups. Men and women from the Southern US are also the most likely 

to want to be married, followed by those in the Midwest, West, and Northeast (in that 

order). Desire to be married also appears strongest among young adults who grew up in 

rural areas and in families with lower socioeconomic status (measured by income and 

parents’ education). 
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Marital desires are also highest among women who are making decent wages, as 

well as young adult men and women who are not currently enrolled in school, especially 

those who never went to college, those who went to college but did not earn a degree, and 

those who have already earned an associate’s degree. Young adults with bachelor’s 

degrees—who are also the older respondents in this sample—also report a slightly higher 

desire to marry, though not as high as these other groups. Two-year and four-year college 

students are the least likely to want to be married. 

 Religion is another factor that appears salient for marital desires. Never-married 

Mormon women are far and away the most likely to want to be married, followed by 

black, conservative, and mainline Protestants, then Jews, and then Catholics and 

nonreligious women. The variance is smaller among men, though the pattern is similar to 

that of women with the exception of Jewish men, who are the least likely to want to be 

married. Young adults who are more involved in religious communities are also more 

likely to want to be married. 

 Lastly, relationship characteristics also appear very salient for marital desires. 

Men and women who are cohabiting are much more likely to express a desire to be 

married. About half of cohabiting women and more than 40% of cohabiting men say that 

they wish they were married. Moreover, never-married women who are pregnant and 

men who have pregnant partners are more likely to want to be married, as are those who 

already have a child living with them. 

Table 4.3 reports odds ratios from logit regression models predicting the desire to 

be married among never-married adults. Given women’s tendency to marry at younger 



 

Table 4.3. Odds Ratios from Logit Regression Models Predicting Wants to be Married, Never-Married Young 
Adults  
 

 All young adults 
(N = 11,355) 

Women  
(N = 5,771) 

Men  
(N = 5,584) 

Ages 18–21  
(N = 4,937) 

     

Female 1.69*** –––– –––– 1.71*** 
Age 1.15*** 1.16*** 1.14*** 1.17* 
Black   .90 1.09c   .71*c   .76 
Hispanic   .84   .76   .91   .77 
Asian   .81   .77   .84   .61 
Lives in the Midwest, Wave 1   .86   .84   .86   .81 
Lives in the Northeast, Wave 1   .73**   .79   .66**   .59** 
Lives in the West, Wave 1   .90   .86   .95   .76 
Lives in urban area, Wave 1   .93   .90   .97   .85 
Lives in rural area, Wave 1 1.06   .99 1.15   .97 
Family income, Wave 1   .96**   .99c   .91***c   .96 
Both (or only) parents have college degree   .89   .90   .88   .87 
Parent married at 21 or younger 1.16 1.28* 1.04 1.19 
Biological parents still married 1.17* 1.17 1.22 1.13 
Personal earnings 1.06* 1.11** 1.03 1.11* 
Went to college, no degree   .92   .93   .93 1.01 
Enrolled in two-year college   .69**   .67**   .74   .59*** 
Earned associate’s degree   .93 1.05   .80 1.08 
Enrolled in four-year college   .57***   .61***   .54***   .55*** 
Earned bachelor’s degree or higher   .66**   .68*   .63* 1.78† 
Conservative Protestant 1.27* 1.21 1.29 1.11 
Black Protestant 1.16 1.03 1.34 1.29 
Mainline Protestant 1.35* 1.30 1.37   .97† 
Jewish 1.62 1.72 1.44 1.22 
Mormon 2.97** 3.26** 2.47 2.97* 
No religion   .99   .95 1.00   .86 
Frequency of religious service attendance 1.18*** 1.17*** 1.19*** 1.21*** 
Currently in romantic or sexual relationship 1.74*** 1.93*** 1.56*** 2.20***† 
Currently cohabiting 3.60*** 3.56*** 4.02*** 5.19***†† 
(Partner is) Currently pregnant 1.66* 2.20** 1.20 2.34**† 
Has biological child living in home 1.50*** 1.62*** 1.20 1.56* 
     
-2 log likelihood 11440.01  6367.27 5175.91    4348.16 

 
*** p < .001  ** p < .01  * p < .05   
a Gender interaction, p < .001  b Gender interaction,  p < .01  c Gender interaction, p < .05 
††† Age interaction, p < .001  †† Age interaction, p < .01  † Age interaction, p < .05 
Reference groups: White, South, suburban, never went to college, Catholic, currently single
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ages than men, it is not surprising that they display higher odds of wanting to be married, 

net of all other factors. Age retains its importance for marital desires in multivariate 

analysis: Older young adults are more likely to want to be married. Young adults who 

grew up in the Northeast are less likely than those from the South to want to be married, 

and those whose parents had lower incomes are less likely to want to be married. 

Additionally, young adults whose parents were married report higher odds of marrying 

than those from alternative family structures. Young adults who have higher incomes are 

more likely to want to be married, perhaps because they have already established 

themselves financially. Two- and four-year college students, as well as those have 

already graduated from college, are less likely than those who never went to college to 

want to be married. Table 4.3 suggests that there are tradition-specific effects of religion 

on marriage. Among never-married young adults, conservative Protestants, mainline 

Protestants, and Mormons are more likely to want to be married than Catholics. There is 

also a general effect of religiosity. Young adults who attend religious services more 

frequently have higher odds of wanting to be married. Young adults’ romantic 

involvement and parenthood status are also quite significant when it comes to marital 

desires. Those who are in a romantic or sexual relationship are 74% more likely to want 

to be married than those who are single; those who are cohabiting are more than three-

and-a-half times more likely than those who are single to want to be married. Those who 

are pregnant or whose partner is pregnant also evidence higher odds of wanting to be 

married, as do those with a biological child living in the home. 
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The second and third columns of Table 4.3 report the odds of wanting to be 

married separately for each gender. This reveals any gendered patterns in the desire to be 

married. For the most part, these are nonexistent. There are only two significant gender 

interactions: black and family income. Black men are 29% less likely to want to be 

married than their White counterparts, while black women do not differ from white 

women. Men from families with higher incomes are less likely to want to be married, 

while women’s desires do not differ by family income. Although these are the only 

significant gender interactions, the second and third columns reveal that some effects 

hold for only one gender or the other (which could be attributable in part to the reduced 

cell sizes), and some effects appear among one gender that do not appear in the full 

sample. Women whose parent married at age 21 or younger, for example, are more likely 

than other women to want to be married, but men with a parent who married early do not 

differ from other men. The effect of personal earnings on marital desires only holds for 

women, not men, as do the effects of pregnancy and parenthood. Although the effects of 

men’s two-year college attendance and Mormonism are not significant, and neither are 

the effects for either men’s or women’s affiliation with conservative or mainline 

Protestantism, these coefficients are substantively similar to the full model and likely 

indicate reduced statistical power on account of smaller cell sizes. 

The final column of Table 4.3 explores effects among the younger respondents to 

shed light on any selection (into marriage) processes that may be at work. For the most 

part, the results among the 18–21-year-olds are similar to those for the full sample of 

young adults. Although the effect of being a four-year college graduate disappears, this is 
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almost certainly due to the fact that there are few 18–21-year-old college graduates, and 

those that do exist are simply different from other college graduates. The final column 

also shows no effect of mainline Protestantism on marital desire among this group. This 

suggests that older mainline Protestants are less likely to select into marriage but still 

have desires to be married. Finally, the relationship status variables have a stronger effect 

among 18–21-year-olds. Those who are in a relationship—be it cohabiting or not—as 

well as those who are currently pregnant or have a pregnant partner are even more likely 

to want to be married. This suggests that dating and cohabiting are treated more as 

precursors to marriage among younger adults, and younger adults who are expecting a 

child are more likely to want to marry. Older young adults who are pregnant may not 

view marriage as part of the package (e.g., Edin and Kafalas 2005). 

 Despite wanting to be married, many young adults do not actually get married as 

young adults (Lichter et al. 2004). One reason may be that marriage in the United States 

is widely viewed as following career establishment. Table 4.4 reports the percentages of 

young adults who want to be married who think is at least somewhat important for them 

to work full time before marrying, even if they met someone they wanted to marry. Table 

4.4 suggests that more than two thirds of women who want to be married nonetheless say 

that it would be important for them to work full time for a year or two before marrying, 

even if someone they wanted to marry came along. A majority of women in all subgroups 

except Jews and Mormons report that is important to work full time before marrying. In 

stark contrast to other groups, just 26% of never-married Mormon women think it is 

important to work full time before marrying. Only 46% of Jewish women, perhaps on 



 

Table 4.4. Percent of Young Adults Who Report It Is Somewhat or Very Important to Work Full Time before 
Marrying, Among Young Adults Who Want to Be Married 
 

 Women Men 
  

Overall 68.2 79.3 

18–20 years old 61.9 75.8 
21–23 years old 68.4 81.1 
24+ years old 74.9 78.8 

White 63.1 75.6 
Black 82.2 83.2 
Hispanic 71.1 91.2 
Asian 64.6 90.3 

Lives in the West, Wave 1 57.3 71.5 
Lives in the Midwest, Wave 1 65.3 74.7 
Lives in the South, Wave 1 73.1 84.2 
Lives in the Northeast, Wave 1 72.2 83.1 

Lives in urban area, Wave 1 71.5 79.3 
Lives in suburban area, Wave 1 66.3 79.8 
Lives in rural area, Wave 1 70.0 77.8 

Family income < $30,000, Wave 1 76.0 82.4 
Family income $30,000–59,999, Wave 1 61.2 81.6 
Family income $60,000+, Wave 1 64.3 65.8 

Both (or only) parents have college degree 61.5 65.5 

Parent married at 21 or younger 66.5 79.9 

Biological parents still married, Wave 1 66.6 78.7 
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Table 4.4 continued. Percent of Young Adults Who Report It Is Somewhat or Very Important to Work Full Time 
before Marrying, Among Young Adults Who Want to Be Married 
 

 Women Men 

Personal earnings < $10,000 63.6 75.4 
Personal earnings $10,000–29,999 70.3 79.8 
Personal earnings $30,000+ 74.3 87.6 

Never went to college 73.0 84.4 
Went to college, no degree 73.2 82.1 
Currently enrolled in two-year college 66.4 71.6 
Earned associate’s degree 73.7 91.7 
Currently enrolled in four-year college 54.3 66.5 
Earned bachelor’s degree or higher 66.1 60.7 

Conservative Protestant 66.3 84.8 
Mainline Protestant 59.0 77.1 
Black Protestant 80.9 87.2 
Catholic 72.2 77.8 
Jewish 46.1 65.7 
Mormon 26.1 56.6 
No religion 65.9 75.1 

Attends religious services rarely/never 66.5 78.9 
Attends religious service weekly or more 72.8 76.3 

Currently single 70.6 81.1 
Currently in a romantic or sexual relationship 67.2 77.2 
Currently in a cohabiting relationship 67.6 79.3 

(Partner is) Currently pregnant 63.5 75.8 

Has biological child living in home 69.2 75.9 
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account of their typically higher socioeconomic class standing (Pyle 2006), think it is 

important for them to work before marrying. Despite majority agreement across other 

subgroups that working before marriage is important, there is variation in adherence to 

this script among women. Older women are more likely to view full time work before 

marriage as important, most likely because they are a more select group of women who 

have remained unmarried. More than 80% of black women who want to be married value 

working before marriage, compared to just over 70% of Hispanic women, 65% of Asian 

women, and 63% of white women. Women from the South and Northeast are the most 

likely to prioritize work over marriage, whereas women from the Midwest, and especially 

the West, are less likely to do so. Although there are clear regional differences here, there 

is little difference in women’s attitudes by their urbanicity. Women’s class background, 

however, does seem to distinguish them in this regard. Women from families that made 

less than $30,000 per year report that it is important for them to work before marrying at 

much higher rates than those from higher-earning families. Moreover, just 61% of 

women with college-educated parents who want to be married agree that working full 

time before marrying is important. Parents’ marital behavior—their timing and 

stability—do not make much difference in women’s reported importance of working 

before marriage, however. Just as women’s class background mattered for this outcome, 

so does their current socioeconomic standing. Women who are earning $30,000 per year 

or more say it is important for them to work full time before marriage, most likely 

resulting from selection: Women who are working full time value full time work. Women 

with lower educational attainment who want to be married are also the most likely to 
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report that working full time before marriage is important (but recall also that they are the 

most likely to want to be married). In addition to the Mormon and Jewish distinctiveness 

mentioned above, black Protestants stand out as the group of women most likely—at 

about 81%—to say it is important for them to work full time before marrying, and just 

59% of mainline Protestant women who want to be married feel this way. Conservative 

Protestant, Catholic, and nonreligious women do not deviate much from the overall 

average. Interestingly, despite religion’s role in fostering marital desire, women who 

attend religious services more frequently are more likely than others to say it is important 

to them to work full time before marrying, though the difference here is rather small. 

Relationship characteristics do not seem to have much effect on wanting to work full time 

before marrying, with the exception of pregnancy: Pregnant women are less likely to find 

full time work before marriage important if the right partner came along.  

 Finding importance in full time work before marriage is even more common 

among men. Nearly 80% of men who want to be married agree that it is important for 

them to work full time for a year or two first. The majority of all subgroups of men report 

that it’s important for them to work full time for a year or two before marrying. The 

patterns among men for this outcome are similar to those for women with a few 

exceptions. Age does not have a clear effect on reporting the importance of full time 

work, and Hispanic and Asian men are the most likely to report that full time work prior 

to marriage is important to them, followed by Blacks and then Whites. Although family 

income still appears important for men, it is only those from the highest-earning families 

who are less prone to say full time work before marriage is important. Moreover, 
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although conservative Protestant women’s attitudes toward full time work were rather 

average, conservative Protestant men are among the most likely, at 85%, to say that 

working full time before they marry is important to them. And though more frequent 

religious service attendance was associated with higher agreement about the importance 

of full time work among women, this difference does not exist among men. 

 Table 4.5 parallels Table 4.3, but here I restrict the sample to those who want to 

be married (like in Table 4.4) and predict those who feel working full time for a year or 

two before marrying is at least somewhat important to them. Most of the patterns in Table 

4.4 remain in the multivariate analysis. Women are less likely to report working full time 

before marriage is important to them, while older young adults, Blacks, and Hispanics are 

more likely to say this. Respondents who live in the West, as well as those with college-

educated parents, are less likely to say working full time prior to marriage is important to 

them. Young adults with higher wages are more likely to value work before marriage, 

while those enrolled in two- or four- year colleges, as well four-year college graduates, 

are less likely to say it’s important to them to work full time before marriage. Mormons 

are also substantially less likely to say it’s important to work full time before marriage, as 

are those who have a biological child. 

 The second and third columns of Table 4.5 suggest there are some gender 

differences in these effects. The effect for blacks is stronger for women, and black men 

are not significantly different from white men on this outcome. The reverse is true for 

Asians: Asian men are significantly more likely than white men—seven times as likely—

to say it would be important for them to work full time before marrying, while Asian 



 

Table 4.5. Odds Ratios from Logit Regression Models Predicting Important to Work Fulltime before Marriage, 
Among Never-Married Young Adults Who Want to Be Married 
 

 All young adults 
(N = 2,921) 

Women  
(N = 1,783) 

Men  
(N = 1,138) 

Ages 18–21 
(N =1,002) 

     

Female   .68* –––– ––––   .53** 
Age 1.11** 1.12** 1.06 1.23 
Black 1.79* 2.65**c   .94c 1.92 
Hispanic 1.71* 1.27 3.52** 2.51* 
Asian 2.01 1.14b 7.05**b   .94 
Lives in the Midwest, Wave 1   .82   .92   .66   .74 
Lives in the Northeast, Wave 1   .96   .95 1.02   .91 
Lives in the West, Wave 1   .54**   .56*   .59   .44* 
Lives in urban area, Wave 1 1.05 1.24   .83 1.58† 
Lives in rural area, Wave 1 1.02 1.19   .93 1.17 
Family income, Wave 1   .97   .98   .97   .98 
Both (or only) parents have college degree   .64*   .81c   .40***c   .72 
Parent married at 21 or younger   .93   .90   .90   .84 
Biological parents still married 1.08 1.06 1.18   .80† 
Personal earnings 1.16*** 1.16** 1.20* 1.14 
Went to college, no degree   .86   .89   .83   .81 
Enrolled in two-year college   .62*   .67   .39*   .62 
Earned associate’s degree 1.06   .83 1.78 2.70 
Enrolled in four-year college   .44***   .39***   .42*   .39*** 
Earned bachelor’s degree or higher   .42***   .51*   .22*** 1.28 
Conservative Protestant   .93   .72 1.39   .99 
Black Protestant 1.08   .69 2.40 1.24 
Mainline Protestant   .73   .57* 1.11   .66 
Jewish   .64   .38 1.90 2.61† 
Mormon   .29*   .14*   .50   .14* 
No religion   .82   .78   .80   .54 
Frequency of religious service attendance 1.06 1.08 1.07 1.05 
Currently in romantic or sexual relationship 1.01   .97 1.03   .72 
Currently cohabiting   .99   .89 1.27   .75 
(Partner is) Currently pregnant   .64   .63   .60   .66 
Has biological child living in home   .66**   .67**   .44*   .71 
     
-2 log likelihood   3103.04 2037.32  998.86    1067.09 

 
*** p < .001  ** p < .01  * p < .05   
a Gender interaction, p < .001  b Gender interaction,  p < .01  c Gender interaction, p < .05 
††† Age interaction, p < .001  †† Age interaction, p < .01  † Age interaction, p < .05 
Reference groups: White, South, suburban, never went to college, Catholic, currently single 
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women do not differ from white women. Also, the effect of parental education is different 

for women and men, such that men with college-educated parents are less likely to value 

work before marriage, but women do not differ by their parents’ educational attainment. 

There are other conditional effects by gender, though the interaction terms are not 

significant. For instance, mainline Protestant women, but not men, are less likely than 

Catholics to value work before marriage, and Hispanic men, but not women, are more 

likely than Whites to say it’s important to them to work full time before marriage. 

Judging by the lack of substantive differences, other conditional effects across gender 

(age, growing up in the West, being enrolled in a two-year college, and being Mormon) 

are likely the result of cell size issues. 

 There are also three significant age interactions in Table 4.5. Among the younger 

sample, it appears that young adults who grew up in urban areas are more likely to value 

working full time before marriage than are older young adults from urban areas. Those 

from intact families, while not statistically different from others in the 18–21-year-old 

sample, are different from those in intact families in the older sample, as are Jewish 

young adults. These effects may be “real,” though selection complicates my ability to 

clearly identify them. 

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

This study has revealed a nontrivial amount of marital desire among young adults in the 

United States. Three out of ten unmarried women and one out of five unmarried men 

wish that they were already married. When I account for those who have already married 
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just 54% of young adult women and 68% of young adult men do not want to be 

married—majorities to be sure, but far from the portrait often painted of young adults as 

monolithically disinterested in marriage. Even though many young adults wish they were 

married, they encounter significant obstacles in the way of a cultural schema that 

prescribes career establishment prior to marriage. Almost 70% of women and 80% of 

men who want to be married report that it would be important to them to work full time 

for a year or two before marrying, even if they met a person they would like to marry. 

Though the outcomes here are attitudes and not actual behaviors, it seems clear that 

marital desires are often held at bay until cultural norms about the sequencing of events 

in young adulthood, which prioritize financial stability and security prior to marriage, are 

properly followed. 

 The findings presented here have major implications for our understanding of 

young adults—or emerging adults—in the contemporary United States. All young adults 

are not so undesirous of marriage as we have been led to believe—many of them just put 

off those desires until marriage is more culturally acceptable (or in other words, until it is 

an economically sound decision). The popular notion of young men as “a rolling stone or 

a slacker drone” (Whitehead and Popenoe 2004:6) and of young women as “Bridget 

Jonesers” (Hymowitz 2007) needs to be balanced with the reality that many young 

adults—especially young women—are already married, and many more wish that they 

were but view it as imprudent. To be completely fair, the popular notions of young adults 

are not entirely misguided, just overstated. Some of this overstatement may stem from the 

tendency of popular writers and some academics to focus on the upper-middle-class. This 
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study suggests that marital desires are higher among those that are perhaps overlooked in 

many cases: those living in the South, Midwest, and West; those from families with lower 

incomes; those with lower levels of educational attainment; and those who already have 

children or are expecting a child. Previous studies also gloss over the role of institutional 

religion, which plays a significant role in fostering marital desires among young adults. 

White Protestants (both mainline and conservative), and Mormons especially, want to be 

married, as do those who are more involved in a religious community. 

 This study has also shed light on issues surrounding marriage-promotion policy in 

the United States. Although I do not dispute the claims of Lichter and his colleagues 

(2004) that low-income single mothers desire marriage at some point, the findings here—

which explore desires to be married in the present—suggest that young single mothers, as 

a group, are neither averse to being married nor overwhelmingly wishing that they were. 

A little over half of unmarried young women who are pregnant, and just under half of 

those already living with their biological child(ren), wish that they were married. Among 

young adults, marriage-promotion policies (such as those that offer economic incentives 

to marry) will be most successful if they target those young women who want to be 

married in the present. Identifying the characteristics of these women is a worthy 

endeavor for future research.  

Though the findings here do not really provide clear justification nor refutation 

for marriage-promotion efforts among young adults, they do speak fairly clearly to other 

debates surrounding marriage policy. Most importantly, these data do not provide any 

evidence that disadvantaged young adults and minority young adults are any less desirous 
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of marriage than their counterparts. If anything, the opposite is true. Young adults from 

lower income families and who have less education themselves are more likely to want to 

be married than other young adults, though the former of these findings is only true for 

young men. Although women who make more money as young adults are the most likely 

to want to marry, this likely speaks more to the meaning of personal earnings during this 

stage of the life course rather than any class differences. Those who are making more 

money as young adults are those who are not in college, and so personal earnings may 

not be as important as potential earnings. Also, this study reveals no differences in the 

desire to be married among women from different race-ethnic backgrounds, but black 

men are less likely to want to be married than white men, and there is a gender-race 

interaction among black men and women. This suggests that black women seeking a 

same-race partner may have trouble finding a willing mate, even though their own desire 

may be to marry. Marriage-promotion efforts, then, may wish to focus on minority men 

in addition to minority women.  

 While marital desires are no less common among disadvantaged young adults, 

and perhaps are more common among them, this study reveals that among young adults 

who want to be married, financial establishment seems to be an imposing (if nothing else, 

psychological) barrier to marriage, and this barrier is greatest for those from 

disadvantaged backgrounds and race-ethnic minorities. Young adults with less-educated 

parents and who are less educated themselves are more likely to want to work full time 

for a year or two, even though they are more likely to want to be married. Those who 

earn more money—which, among this age group, is likely those who bypassed college—
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are also more likely to find it important to work before marrying. Black women, and 

Hispanic and Asian men, are especially prone to want to work full time before marrying. 

Single parents, however, are more willing to forego full time work in order to marry. 

Taken together, these findings suggest that financial considerations are especially 

prominent in the minds of disadvantaged and minority young adults. The idea that people 

from economically disadvantaged or minority backgrounds devalue marriage does not 

garner any support from this study. 

 These analyses may also speak to the relationship between marital desire and 

subsequent marriage itself. South (1993) argues that marital desire is an important 

predictor of marriage, and subsequent research has supported this claim (Lichter et al. 

2004). In most cases, the findings on marital desire are consistent with my analysis in 

Chapter 2: women, older young adults, those with lower family income, those with lower 

educational trajectories, conservative Protestants, Mormons, the more religious, and 

cohabitors all have higher marital desires, and they are also likely to marry earlier. In 

some cases, however, the findings on marital desires are inconsistent with those on 

marriage: Most significantly, race-ethnic minorities, with the exception of black men, do 

not differ on their level of marital desire, but they are less likely to marry. Some of this 

may be explained by race-ethnic minorities’ tendency to value working full time before 

marriage, even when they want to marry. Certainly this is not the only explanation for 

why race-ethnic minorities do not realize their marital desires—mate availability being 

one obvious alternative explanation—but it is significant that even when mate availability 
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is assumed, race-ethnic minorities are more likely to say it is important to work full time 

before marrying. 

 Two other findings merit further discussion here. First, religion fosters marital 

desires in ways that mirror its effect on marital timing. Conservative Protestants and 

Mormons are the most likely young adults to want to be married. (Although mainline 

Protestants are significantly different than Catholics in this regard, the final column of 

Table 4.3 suggests this is due to selection into the sample). This is likely a reflection of 

the familism emphasized within these traditions, which places family relationships near 

the center of these groups’ moral core (Wellman and Keyes 2007; Holman 2007). 

Additionally, involvement in a religious community and all that that entails—exposure to 

religious messages, more religious networks, internalization of religious teachings, and 

more—fosters marital desires among young adults, even after accounting for their 

religious tradition. There appears to be a generic tie to marriage across religious groups. 

Interestingly, however, religion does not always lead to different approaches to marriage 

among those who want to be married. Mormons, who have a clear script about the 

sequencing of marriage vis-à-vis other events in the life course, do have a distinct 

approach to marriage: They are much more willing to marry before working full time 

than all other young adults. Conservative Protestants, however, do not distinguish 

themselves from others when it comes to breaking from these scripts. And involvement in 

a religious community does not affect young adults’ feelings about working full time 

before marriage. Moreover, the percentage of conservative Protestant young adults and 
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religiously-involved young adults who want to be married and who value full time work 

suggests that few of these individuals are prioritizing marriage over career establishment. 

 Second, the findings in this study largely corroborate those from qualitative 

studies of cohabitors and unwed mothers that find a significant desire to marry among 

these women (Gibson-Davis et al. 2005; Smock et al. 2005). Half of cohabiting young 

women and 40% of cohabiting young men wish that they were married; similar 

proportions of unmarried parents (and even higher proportions of expecting parents) feel 

the same way. The findings presented here are a nationally-representative and 

quantitative affirmation of previous qualitative analysis. 

Conclusion 

A significant minority of young adults wish that they were married. Acknowledging this 

desire and understanding variation in it is important for understanding the transition to 

adulthood, implementing marriage-promotion efforts, and making sense of patterns in 

marital timing. The desire to be married is not always actualized among young adults, 

however, and one reason appears to be that most young adults who want to be married 

are reticent to do so before they are financially established and secure.  
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CHAPTER 5 

MARRIAGE AND MENTAL HEALTH IN YOUNG ADULTHOOD 

 
Chapters 2 and 4 revealed that many young adults continue to marry, and many more 

wish that they were married. Early marriage is associated with a number of negative 

outcomes, detailed below, including divorce, lower educational attainment, and lower 

wages. It is unclear, however, how marriage shapes mental health in young adulthood. 

Over the last few decades, social scientists have amassed a considerable amount of 

evidence showing that married individuals tend to enjoy superior mental health to that of 

the unmarried and especially the previously married (e.g., Gove, Hughes and Style 1983; 

Gove, Style, and Hughes 1990; Ross 1995; Horwitz, White, and Howell-White 1996; 

Marks and Lambert 1998; Brown 2000; Simon 2002; Lamb, Lee, and DeMaris 2003; 

Marcussen 2005). Part of this association may be attributable to selection; people with 

better mental health may be more likely to marry (Mastekaasa 1992; Stutzer and Frey 

2006). Many longitudinal studies, however, find little role of selection into marriage (e.g., 

Lamb et al. 2003; Marcussen 2005). Indeed, marriage is typically thought to have at least 

some causal influence on mental health by increasing psychological, social, and 

economic resources, a perspective sometimes called the marital resource model 

(Williams and Umberson 2004; Liu, Elliot, and Umberson 2010). Marriage can confer a 

sense of meaning and purpose in life (Liu et al. 2010), as well as a sense of relationship 

permanence not available to those in other, less formal arrangements like cohabitation 

(Waite 2009). Marriage also increases social support—both from a partner and the 
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enlarged social network that accompanies marriage—and one’s socioeconomic 

circumstances (Waite 2009). These additional resources can yield improved mental 

health outcomes. Additionally, stable marriages are also thought to foster better mental 

health because they avoid the concomitant stress of relationship dissolution, a thesis often 

called the stress or crisis model (Williams and Umberson 2004; Meadows, McLanahan, 

and Brooks-Gunn 2008; Liu et al. 2010). 

But as one recent study notes, studies of marriage and mental health tend to focus 

on the average effects of marriage on mental health, and few investigations have sought 

to identify potential moderators of this relationship (Frech and Williams 2007). In other 

words, though marriage on average may confer mental health benefits, this positive 

association may not hold across different contexts or groups of people. For some, 

marriage may be unrelated to mental health or potentially even harmful to it. Marital 

timing may be one important contingency of the marriage and mental health relationship. 

According to the life course perspective, the effect of roles and transitions is 

contingent on their timing (Elder 1985; Williams and Umberson 2004). Elder (1995:114) 

goes as far as to suggest that, in some cases, “the timing of an event may be more 

consequential than its occurrence.” Applied to the relationship between marriage and 

mental health, those who marry at one stage of the life course may receive more or fewer 

mental health benefits than those who marry at another. Given that it is now normative to 

delay marriage until the late 20s and beyond—recall again that the median age at first 

marriage now stands at 28 years for men and 26 for women (United States Census 

Bureau 2009a)—those who transition to marriage at an early age may be less likely to 
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enjoy positive mental health benefits from marriage. Their marriages are non-normative, 

which may undermine its benefits for well-being (Williams and Umberson 2004). Early 

marriers may face a number of other hindrances to good mental health. These individuals 

may be socioeconomically disadvantaged (Chapter 2; Booth, Rustenbach, and McHale 

2008); they may also have higher levels of pre-existing psychiatric disorders (Forthofer, 

Kessler, Story, and Gotlib 1996).  

There is a great deal of evidence that early marital transitions do not bode well for 

individuals’ well-being in a number of domains. According to researchers at the National 

Marriage Project, who were echoing an earlier statement made by South (1995), “age at 

marriage is one of the strongest and most consistent predictors of marital stability ever 

found by social science research” (Whitehead and Popenoe 2001:19). Marrying prior to 

age 22 is particularly risky, after which point the risk of divorce levels off (Heaton 2002). 

Early marriage may also curb earnings potential (Loughran and Zissimopoulos 2008) and 

educational attainment (Marini 1985). Dupre and Meadows (2007) find that marrying at 

18 or younger leads to increased risk of the onset of diabetes, cancer, heart attack, or 

stroke among women (but not among men). With all these potential setbacks, it is 

possible that early marriers may actually experience more mental health problems than 

their counterparts who are in other relationship arrangements and who delay marriage 

until later in the life course. 

This study focuses exclusively on a cohort of young adults and assesses 

differences in mental health outcomes between ever-married individuals and those in 

other types of relationships using longitudinal data from the National Longitudinal Study 
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of Adolescent Health (Add Health). These data offer a number of advantages for this type 

of study. First, more than 99 percent of the study respondents are between the ages of 18 

and 25, meaning married respondents are all early marriers (i.e., they married before the 

median age at first marriage). The large sample size of the study permits further 

comparisons between those who marry at very young ages (in their teens), when marriage 

is very non-normative, and those who marry later (in their mid-20s) when marriage is 

more common (though still early relative to the United States population). Second, 

because this panel study is a prospective school-based study, nearly all respondents were 

unmarried at Wave 1. This allows for the measurement of mental health prior to marriage 

and an assessment of the selection argument. Third, these data also include detailed 

questions about romantic relationships, which affords the opportunity to examine more 

detailed classifications of young adults beyond unmarried, cohabiting, and married. 

Specifically, I examine differences in mental health among singles, unengaged daters, 

engaged daters, unengaged cohabitors, engaged cohabitors, and ever-marrieds. To my 

knowledge, this is the first study to explore the impact of engagement—which brings 

with it the anticipation of marriage—on mental health outcomes. Fourth, these data also 

include a number of mental health outcomes. Bierman and colleagues (2006) argue and 

provide empirical evidence that the effects of marriage on mental health vary by the type 

of mental health outcome in question, and the mechanisms explaining those effects also 

vary by outcome. In this study I use a standard measure of depressive symptoms, the 

Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression (CES-D) scale; three measures of global 



 

 153

well-being (life satisfaction, having a lot to be proud of, and doing things just about 

right); and a measure of alcohol abuse.  

The Add Health data also allow for the testing of mechanisms or mediators that 

might explain the marriage-mental health association. Specifically, I examine how 

selection, socioeconomic resources, relationship stability, and involvement in a religious 

community might explain why marriage affects mental health among young adults. 

Furthermore, I investigate contexts in which marriage may be more or less beneficial to 

young adults’ mental health: parenthood, prior mental health, educational trajectory, and 

religious service attendance. 

Thus, the aims of this study are both exploratory and explanatory. I ask whether 

or not marriage influences mental health among young adults and in which direction, and 

then I seek to explain the mechanisms through which it may do so (if at all) and the 

contexts in which it does so (again, if at all). Before that, however, I further elaborate (a) 

potential explanations for relationship effects on mental health among young adults and 

(b) potential moderators of the marriage-mental health relationship among young adults. 

 
EXPLAINING THE MARRIAGE AND MENTAL HEALTH ASSOCIATION 

Selection into Marriage by Prior Mental Health 

Some scholars argue that at least part of the association between marriage and mental 

health is the result of selection (Mastekaasa 1992; Horwitz et al. 1996; Stutzer and Frey 

2006). In other words, married people do not have better mental health because they are 

married; rather, people with better mental health are the ones who get married. Although 
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many other longitudinal studies find no evidence of selection into marriage by prior 

mental health (Kim and McHenry 2002; Simon 2002; Lamb et al. 2003), selection 

remains a plausible explanation for this relationship. Depressed or unhappy individuals 

may not be particularly motivated to find a partner, and they are probably not the most 

appealing marital match for others who are searching for a partner. The selection 

argument is different for earlier marriers than for on-time marriers, however. Early 

marriage may be selective of individuals with poorer mental health (Forthhofer et al. 

1996). Thus, if early marriage has a negative effect on mental health, selection may 

explain that relationship. But if early marriage has a positive effect on mental health, 

selection is likely not a good explanation and may actually suppress some of the 

beneficial effect of marriage on mental health. 

Socioeconomic Resources 

Marriage is typically thought to increase economic resources (Waite and Gallagher 2000; 

Waite 2009). Married couples are able to benefit from specialization within their family, 

economies of scale, and the added insurance an able-bodied partner provides against 

unexpected events (Waite 2009). In turn, these economic resources reduce depression by 

alleviating stress from economic hardship and by providing the opportunity to seek 

treatment when mental health problems do arise (Ross, Mirowsky, and Goldstein 1990; 

Liu et al. 2010). Again, however, this line of argumentation is different for young adults. 

As Chapter 2 showed, young adults who marry early are more likely to be 

socioeconomically disadvantaged: They have parents who are less educated and less 

wealthy, and they themselves have lower educational aspirations and high school grade 
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point averages. Therefore, heightened socioeconomic resources are unlikely to explain 

any positive effect of marriage on mental health among early marriers, but they may 

explain a negative effect of marriage on mental health among young adults who have 

married. 

Relationship Stability 

Marriage is often accompanied by a sense of relationship permanence, and despite the 

relatively high rate of divorce in the United States, marriages are much more likely to last 

than other relationships like cohabitations (Bumpass and Sweet 1989; Bumpass, Sweet, 

and Cherlin 1991; Manning, Smock, and Majumdar 2004; Raley and Wildsmith 2004). 

According to the stress or crisis model, relationship dissolution may harm mental health 

(Meadows et al. 2008). For example, Brown (2000) attributes the heightened depression 

among cohabitors (vis-à-vis married individuals) to their relationship instability. Once 

instability is accounted for in her models, there is no statistically significant difference 

between marrieds and cohabitors with respect to depression. Of course, early marriages 

are notoriously unstable. Life table estimates from the 2002 National Survey of Family 

Growth suggest that only 54 percent of women’s marriages commenced as teenagers will 

survive 10 years, compared to 64 percent of marriages that began at ages 20-25 and 76 

percent of those begun at ages 26 or older (the figures for men are 47 percent, 65 percent, 

and 73 percent, respectively) (Goodwin, Mosher, and Chandra 2010). Their short-term 

survival, however, is somewhat better: 78 percent of women’s teenage marriages last at 

least three years, as do 86 percent of those begun in the early 20s (men’s three-year 

marital survival rates are 64 percent for teenage marriers and 84 percent for marriages 
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commenced in their early 20s) (Goodwin et al. 2010). Relationship stability may help 

explain a positive effect of marriage on young adults’ mental health, but it would likely 

suppress a negative effect. 

Religious Service Attendance 

Religion imbues marriage with spiritual, and sometimes eternal, significance—as we saw 

in Chapter 3. According to Christian scriptures, the marital relationship is a reflection of 

the relationship between Jesus Christ and the Christian church (Ephesians 5:25-32). 

Marriage is a key part of Mormon life, both in the present life and the afterlife (Xu, 

Hudspeth, and Bartkowski 2005). The Catholic church maintains that marriage is a 

sacrament—a rite through which God bestows his grace on his people. As Chapter 3 

showed, religion leads many young adults to marry earlier because they value the 

institution of marriage and do not consider cohabitation outside of marriage a viable 

option. Marriage also tends to bring young adults back to religious communities (Wilson 

and Sherkat 1994; Stolzenberg, Blair-Loy, and Waite 1995) after the brief hiatus from 

organized religion that often accompanies young adulthood (Uecker, Regnerus, and 

Vaaler 2007). Religion, in turn, tends to have mental health benefits. Those who are more 

religious tend to be less depressed, be more satisfied with their lives, and less likely to 

abuse alcohol (Ellison, Gay, and Glass 1989; Ellison 1994; Kendler, Gardner, and 

Prescott 1997; Krause 2003). Positive effects of marriage on mental health may be 

because marriage draws young adults back to religious communities where they receive 

social support and moral validation for their marital relationship and positive emotional 

benefits from spiritual and religious beliefs and practices. 
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MODERATORS OF THE MARRIAGE-MENTAL HEALTH RELATIONSHIP 

Children 

Although it is being deinstitutionalized and nonmarital childbearing is common, marriage 

is still typically considered the optimal relationship in which to bear children. Nearly 

three out of four Americans agrees that couples who have children together ought to be 

married (Glenn 2005). As a result, the presence of biological or step children appears to 

affect the mental health of individuals differently: Children increase depression among 

cohabitors but not among marrieds (Brown 2000), and single and cohabiting parents 

report higher levels of depression than married parents (Evenson and Simon 2005; 

DeKlyen, Brooks-Gunn, McLanahan, and Knab 2006). Given that marriage in young 

adulthood is non-normative, marriage may be detrimental to mental health among 

childless young adults, but young adults with children may reap the benefits of marriage. 

Prior Mental Health 

Existing mental health problems may undermine the mental health benefits of marriage. 

Depression has the potential to negatively affect marital quality which can in turn 

negatively affect mental health (Williams 2003; Frech and Williams 2007). Despite this, 

Frech and Williams (2007) find that marriage is actually more beneficial for the 

psychological well-being of those who were previously depressed. If this is right, early 

marriage may benefit those with pre-existing mental health problems—who are more 

likely to marry early (Forthofer et al. 1996)—more than those without them. 
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Educational Trajectory 

Early marriage may impede educational and economic trajectories, yet Booth and 

colleagues (2008:13) suggest that “marriage can be especially beneficial for the 

psychological well-being of disadvantaged individuals” and “[e]arly family transitions 

may be a viable and productive option for some young adults.” In young adulthood, 

educational trajectory may be a better indicator of long-term economic potential. If 

marriage is indeed more beneficial for the disadvantaged, this may manifest itself in 

greater mental health benefits among those without college degrees or those who are in or 

have completed a two-year degree program vis-à-vis those who are in or graduated from 

a four-year college. 

Religious Service Attendance 

Marriage remains highly valued in society, but it is seen more as a capstone to adulthood 

than as a foundational, formative institution undergirding adulthood (Cherlin 2004, 

2009). Thus, those who marry early—before they have passed other markers on the 

transition to adulthood—may not receive the same cultural recognition and approval of 

their marriage that might accompany someone marrying later in the life course. In 

religious communities, however, marriage is still often viewed as a formative institution, 

and it is valued for its religious significance rather than (or at least in addition to) its 

symbolic significance. Thus, young adults who marry young may receive validation for 

their marriage in a religious community and may evidence positive mental health 

benefits, while those uninvolved in such communities may experience negative mental 

health effects from their early transition to marriage. 
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A Note on Gender Differences 

Much social science research on mental health and marriage looks to specify gender 

differences in marriage. Marriage was at one time thought to be less beneficial to 

women’s mental health because roles associated with being a wife are devalued by 

society and frustrating to women (Bernard 1972). However, some evidence suggests that 

women internalize their problems, which manifests itself in things like depression, while 

men externalize their problems, which can be seen in things like alcohol abuse. Simon 

(2002:1088) for example, finds that marriage reduces depression among women and 

alcohol abuse among men, from which she concludes that women’s depressive symptoms 

and men’s alcohol problems are “functional equivalents.” Nevertheless, most recent 

studies find no gender differences in mental health outcomes at all (e.g., Williams 2003; 

Frech and Williams 2007; Booth et al. 2008; Waite, Luo, and Lewin 2009). In this study I 

do test for gender differences, but they are rare and are only summarized in the text. 

 
DATA 

The data for this study come from Waves 1 and 3 of Add Health. Add Health was funded 

by the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) and 17 

other federal agencies. It is a school-based panel study of health-related behaviors and 

their causes, with emphasis placed on social context and social networks. Wave 1 was 

conducted in 1994 and 1995 and consisted of in-depth interviews with 20,745 American 

youth in grades 7–12. Schools included in the study were chosen from a sampling frame 

of U.S. high schools and were nationally representative with respect to size, urbanicity, 
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ethnicity, type (e.g., public, private, religious), and region. A total of 132 schools 

participated in the study, ranging in size from 100 to over 3000 students. Wave 3 was 

conducted in 2001 and 2002, when respondents were 18–28 years old, and consisted of 

interviews with 15,197 of the Wave 1 respondents. For this study, I restrict the sample to 

those who participated in the detailed relationship inventory and have a valid sample 

weight (N = 11,743). More information about Add Health is online at 

www.cpc.unc.edu/addhealth. 

 
MEASURES 

Dependent Variables 

For this study I employ five dependent variables designed to tap three aspects of young 

adults’ mental health: (1) their depressive symptoms, (2) their global well-being, and (3) 

their alcohol abuse.  

The measure of depressive symptoms is an abbreviated form of the Center for 

Epidemiologic Studies Depression scale (CES-D). The CES-D scale is a commonly-

employed scale of 20 questions used to tap depressive symptoms over the prior week and 

measures agreement with statements such as, “You felt sad,” “You were depressed,’” and 

“You felt that people disliked you.” Wave 3 of Add Health included nine items from the 

original 20-item instrument, and these items are used here. Responses to each question 

ranged from “never or rarely” (coded 0) to “most of the time or all of the time” (coded 3). 

The summed index thus has a potential range of 0–27, though in the sample it ranges only 

from 0–26. The alpha coefficient of reliability for this item is .80. 
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I use three measures of global well-being. The first is a measure tapping 

respondents’ satisfaction with their life. All respondents were asked, “How satisfied are 

you with your life as a whole?” Respondents could respond anywhere from “very 

dissatisfied” (coded 1) to “very satisfied” (coded 5). The second measure of well-being is 

respondents’ self-assessment of whether they have a lot to be proud of. Add Health 

asked, “Do you agree or disagree that you have a lot to be proud of?” Response 

categories ranged from strongly disagree (coded 1) to strongly agree (coded 5). The final 

measure of well-being is respondents’ response to the question, “Do you agree or 

disagree that you feel you are doing things just about right?” The response categories are 

the same as the previous measure and are coded identically. 

My final measure of mental health is the frequency at which young adults got 

drunk over the past year. Young adults were asked, “During the past 12 months, on how 

many days have you been drunk or very high on alcohol?” Responses ranged from 

“none” (coded 0) to “every day or almost every day” (coded 6). Respondents who were 

skipped out of this question because they had not drunk alcohol at all since June 1995 

(six to seven years prior to the interview) or over the past year were also coded 0 on this 

measure. 

Key Independent Variable 

The key independent variable for this study is the relationship status of the respondent at 

Wave 3. These measures are derived from Add Health’s detailed relationships section 

and respondents’ report of their marriage and cohabiting behavior. I divide respondents 

into six relationship categories. Single young adults are those who reported that they were 
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not in a romantic or sexual relationship at the time of the interview. Unengaged daters 

are respondents who did report being in a romantic or sexual relationship but were not 

engaged, living together, or ever-married. Engaged daters are those in a romantic or 

sexual relationship but not living together who also report that they are engaged to be 

married. Unengaged cohabitors report living with someone in a “marriage-like” 

relationship but not being engaged to be married. Engaged cohabitors report living with 

someone in a “marriage-like” relationship and being engaged to be married. Ever-

married young adults are those who report ever having been married. This means 

divorced young adults are included here, rendering this a stricter, more conservative test 

of the effects of marriage. This is optimal for two reasons. First, measuring marriage in 

this way does not allow for the possibility that married individuals have better mental 

health because those with poor mental health select out of marriage through divorce. 

Second, because early marriage is associated with higher divorce rates, this yields a fuller 

assessment of the impact that marriage has on the mental health of young adults. 

 Although these six categories are the primary classifications for my analysis, I 

also differentiate the ever-married respondents by their age at first marriage and the time 

since their marriage. I create three categories for age at first marriage: married as a 

teenager, married at ages 20 or 21, and marriage at ages 22–26. Age at first marriage is 

determined by comparing the month and year of their first marriage to the month and 

year of their birth. Those who married in their birth month are considered to have already 

had their birthday. For time since first marriage, respondents are broken out into groups 

for those who first married less than a year ago, those who married one to two years ago, 
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and those who married three or more years ago. This is determined by subtracting the 

century month of the respondents’ marriage from the century month of their Wave 3 

interview. Measuring time since marriage allows me to see if early marriage effects are 

merely reflecting the heightened marital quality that often accompanies the early years of 

marriage (VanLaningham, Johnson, and Amato 2001; Kim and McHenry 2002) rather 

than the effect of age at marriage. 

Mediating and Moderating Variables 

I test how several variables may mediate and/or moderate the association between 

relationship status and mental health. To begin, I include Wave 1 mental health measures 

(although there is no comparable Wave 1 life satisfaction measure). The Wave 1 CES-D 

measure is the full 20-item index and has an alpha of .87. The other Wave 1 measures—

having a lot to be proud of, doing things just about right, and frequency of drunkenness—

are virtually identical to the Wave 3 measures and are coded the same. (There are very 

slight differences in these measures. In Wave 1, the respondents were instructed at the 

beginning of the section to indicate their agreement with each statement, whereas at 

Wave 3 they were asked, “Do you agree or disagree that…” The Wave 1 drunkenness 

question reads, “Over the past 12 months, on how many days have you gotten drunk or 

‘very, very high’ on alcohol?”) For ease of presentation, I dichotomize these variables 

when exploring moderating relationships. Following Frech and Williams (2007), I split 

respondents by Wave 1 CES-D scores into the bottom 80% and the top 20%, which 

roughly reflects the proportion of the population depressed at any one time (American 

Psychiatric Association 2000). I create dummy variables for those who strongly agree 
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that they have a lot to be proud of, those who strongly agree they are doing things just 

about right, and those who got drunk at least once over the past year. 

 Socioeconomic factors may also mediate and/or moderate the relationship 

between relationship status and mental health. I include a series of dummy variables to 

measure respondents’ educational attainment. Young adults were classified as still in high 

school, never went to college, went to college but dropped out without earning a degree, 

two-year college student, earned an Associate’s degree, four-year college student, and 

earned a Bachelor’s degree or higher. To measure the respondents’ personal earnings, I 

created an eight-category earnings variable. The lowest category (coded 1) is for those 

earning less than $10,000/year; the highest category (coded 8) is for those earning 

$75,000/year or more at Wave 3. When I test the moderating role of educational 

attainment I condense the dummy variables into three classifications: (1) those still in 

high school, who never went to college, or who went to college but did not earn a degree; 

(2) those currently enrolled at a two-year college or who earned an Associate’s degree; 

and (3) those currently enrolled at a four-year college or who earned a Bachelor’s degree. 

 To test how different types of relationships may affect mental health through 

relationship stability, I incorporate a measure of the respondents’ number of sexual 

partners over the last year. This question refers specifically to vaginal intercourse and is 

coded as three binary variables: zero partners, one partner, and two or more partners.  

 I also consider the mediating and moderating role of religious service attendance. 

The measure of religious service attendance ranges from never (coded 0) to more than 

once a week (coded 6) and refers to their attendance pattern over the past 12 months. 
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When evaluating its moderating role, I dichotomize religious service attendance into less-

than-weekly attendance and attends weekly or more. 

 Finally, I evaluate the moderating role of having a co-resident child. Respondents 

who identified at least one “son” or “daughter” on their household roster are considered 

to have a co-resident child and are coded 1 for a dummy indicator. These children include 

biological, adoptive, and step children. The dichotomous variable for co-resident children 

is included as a control variable in all models. 

Control Variables 

In addition to having at least one co-resident child, I control for a number of demographic 

and personal characteristics that may influence one’s mental health and their standing in 

the relationship market. I control for a continuous measure of age in years, gender, living 

in the South, urbanicity, race, BMI classification, and the interviewer reports of the 

respondents’ physical attractiveness and the attractiveness of their personality. 

Descriptive statistics for all variables are listed in Table 5.1. 

 
ANALYTIC APPROACH 

To begin, I present bivariate statistics, including means and percentages, showing the 

associations between the relationship status variables and the mental health outcomes 

(Table 5.2). This gives an overview of the descriptive differences in mental health 

outcomes among young adults in different types of relationships. Table 5.2 also presents 

bivariate statistics for mental health outcomes by marital characteristics—age at first 

marriage and time since first marriage. 



 

Table 5.1. Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables 
 
 Mean SD Range 
    
Dependent Variables    
CES-D score 4.46 4.05 0-26 
Life satisfaction 4.16 .80 1-5 
A lot to be proud of 4.41 .65 1-5 
Doing things just about right 4.01 .80 1-5 
Frequency of drunkenness 1.27 1.47 0-6 

Key Independent Variables    
Single .26 ––– 0, 1 
Unengaged dater .31 ––– 0, 1 
Engaged dater .05 ––– 0, 1 
Unengaged cohabitor .11 ––– 0, 1 
Engaged cohabitor .06 ––– 0, 1 
Ever-married .20 ––– 0, 1 

First married as a teenager .07 ––– 0, 1 
First married at ages 20 or 21 .07 ––– 0, 1 
First married at ages 22-26 .06 ––– 0, 1 
First married less than a year ago .05 ––– 0, 1 
First married one or two years ago .08 ––– 0, 1 
First married three or more years ago .07 ––– 0, 1 
Age at first marriage (among marrieds) 20.38 1.98 13-26 
Years since first marriage (among marrieds) 1.98 1.72 0-9 

Mediating Variables    
CES-D score, Wave 1 10.97 7.56 0-54 
A lot to be proud of, Wave 1 4.29 .72 1-5 
Doing things just about right, Wave 1 3.75 .88 1-5 
Frequency of drunkenness, Wave 1 .67 1.25 0-6 
Still in high school .01 ––– 0, 1 
Never went to college .41 ––– 0, 1 
Went to college, dropped out .12 ––– 0, 1 
Two-year college student .10 ––– 0, 1 
Earned Associate’s degree .04 ––– 0, 1 
Four-year college student .21 ––– 0, 1 
Earned Bachelor’s degree or higher .11 ––– 0, 1 
Personal earnings 2.40 1.55 1-8 
Zero sex partners in last year .15 ––– 0, 1 
One sex partner in last year .54 ––– 0, 1 
Two or more sex partners in last year .30 ––– 0, 1 
Religious service attendance 1.95 1.89 0-6 
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Table 5.1 continued. Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables 
 
 Mean SD Range 
    
Control Variables    
Age 21.83 1.85 18-28 
Female, Wave 1 .50 ––– 0, 1 
Lives in the South, Wave 1 .38 ––– 0, 1 
Lives in urban area, Wave 1 .27 ––– 0, 1 
Lives in rural area, Wave 1 .16 ––– 0, 1 
Lives in suburban area, Wave 1 .57 ––– 0, 1 
White, Wave 1 .69 ––– 0, 1 
Black, Wave 1 .15 ––– 0, 1 
Hispanic, Wave 1 .10 ––– 0, 1 
Asian, Wave 1 .04 ––– 0, 1 
Co-resident child(ren) .22 ––– 0, 1 
Underweight .03 ––– 0, 1 
Normal weight .51 ––– 0, 1 
Overweight .25 ––– 0, 1 
Obese .21 ––– 0, 1 
Interviewer report attractive physically 3.50 .81 1-5 
Interviewer report attractive personality 3.65 .84 1-5 

 
Notes: Indicator variables for missing values not displayed. Variables are Wave 3 unless other wise noted. 
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Tables 5.3–5.7 are series of multivariate regression models predicting each of the five 

mental health outcomes (one table per outcome). These tables all follow the same 

modeling strategy to test for the mediating effects of prior mental health, socioeconomic 

resources, relationship stability, and religious service attendance. Model 1 includes the 

relationship status variables and control variables. Model 2 adds the prior mental health 

measure (CES-D at Wave 1 is used for the life satisfaction outcome), Model 3 adds 

socioeconomic measures, Model 4 adds number of recent sex partners, and Model 5 adds 

religious service attendance. This iterative approach allows me to assess the impact of 

each set of mediators on the relationship status effects. 

 Table 5.8 examines the influence of age at first marriage and time since first 

marriage. The models—one for each outcome—include the same independent variables 

as those in the final models of Tables 5.3–5.7, but these models split the ever-marrieds by 

their age at first marriage (Panel A) and time since first marriage (Panel B). Table 5.9 

seeks to parse the effects of age at first marriage and time since first marriage. Here I 

restrict the sample to ever-marrieds and include continuous measures of age at first 

marriage and years since first marriage in the same regression models, as well as the 

independent variables from the full models of the previous tables (although age is not 

included since it is a function of age at first marriage and years since first marriage).  

 Finally, Table 5.10 assesses the moderating role of co-resident children (Panels A 

and B), prior mental health (Panels C and D), educational attainment (Panels E, F, and 

G), and religious service attendance (Panels H and I). In order to simplify the 

presentation and interpretation of these interaction effects, I create dummy variables for 
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each relationship status and moderating variable (e.g., single with children, single without 

children, married with children, married without children). Each relationship type is 

compared to the married respondents with that moderating characteristic (e.g., singles 

with children are compared to married with children). Significant interaction terms, 

derived from models with multiplicative interaction terms, are identified by superscript 

letters and table notes. 

Respondents with missing data on the dependent variable, those who did not 

participate in the relationships section of the survey, and those without a valid sample 

weight were dropped from the analysis. Missing values on the independent variables in 

the study were imputed using indicator/dummy variable adjustment (Cohen et al. 2003). 

In order to accommodate the multiple design weights that accompany Add Health data, I 

generate all analyses using svy estimators in Stata 10. 

 
RESULTS 
 
Bivariate Statistics 

Depressive symptoms. Table 5.2 displays the bivariate associations between the 

relationship status variables and the mental health outcome variables. With respect to 

depressive symptoms, as measured by the abbreviated CES-D scale, there are small 

differences across the relationship statuses. Single young adults—those not in any type of 

romantic relationship—exhibit the highest level of depressive symptoms with an average 

CES-D score of 4.7. The lowest levels of depressive symptoms are among those who are 

dating and engaged; they score only a 3.9 on the scale. Those who are dating but are not 



 

Table 5.2. Bivariate Associations between Relationship Status and Mental Health 
 

 

Mean  
CES-D score 

% very satisfied with 
life  

% strongly agree 
they have lots to be 
proud of 

% strongly agree 
they are doing things 
about right 

% getting drunk once 
a week or more over 
last year 

      
Single 4.7 31.4 46.2 22.8 18.4 
Unengaged daters 4.3 35.5 47.6 25.4 14.1 
Engaged daters 3.9 37.5 54.6 32.5   3.1 
Unengaged cohabitors 4.6 32.6 45.7 22.0 10.7 
Engaged cohabitors 4.5 40.2 50.0 26.1   3.2 
Ever married 4.5 47.6 53.6 28.0   3.4 

First married as a teenager 5.0 40.7 53.7 28.3   3.9 
First married at 20-21 4.3 48.3 54.1 25.6   3.5 
First married at 22-26 3.9 55.3 53.1 30.0   2.5 

First married less than a year ago 4.2 52.8 50.9 28.7   2.8 
First married 1-2 years ago 4.3 50.6 55.4 29.1   3.3 
Married 3 or more years ago 4.8 40.6 53.5 26.1   3.8 

 

 170



 

 171

engaged have the next lowest scores at 4.3, followed by the cohabiting-and-engaged and 

the ever-married who each have scores of 4.5. Cohabitors who are not engaged have a 

similar score of 4.6. Among married individuals, however, there is a wider distribution of 

CES-D scores. Those who marry as teenagers report higher depressive symptoms than 

the other groups (5.0), while those who marry at ages 22-26 report similar scores as those 

who are dating and engaged (3.9). Young adults who married at ages 20 or 21 fall in the 

middle at 4.3. Considering time since marriage—which is highly correlated with age at 

marriage among this sample—produces similar results. Newlyweds, or those who 

married less than a year before the survey, report relatively low levels of depressive 

symptoms (4.2) compared to those who married three or more years ago, who report 

mean CES-D scores of 4.8.  

Life satisfaction. The results for life satisfaction are somewhat different. When it comes 

to being very satisfied with life, ever-married young adults distinguish themselves. More 

than 47 percent of ever-marrieds claim to be very satisfied with their life. In contrast, just 

31 percent of those not in a romantic relationship are very satisfied, and only one third of 

cohabitors who are not engaged cite this level of satisfaction with their life. Those who 

are dating and those who are dating and engaged are slightly more likely than singles and 

cohabitors to be very satisfied, but more than 10 percentage points separate each of these 

groups from the ever-married. Cohabitors who are engaged most closely resemble the 

ever-marrieds on this outcome: 40 percent agree that they are very satisfied with their 

life. As with the CES-D scores, however, there is considerable variation in life 

satisfaction among ever-marrieds by their age at marriage. Just under 41 percent of 
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teenage marriers are very satisfied with life (which is still higher than all unmarried 

groups) compared to 48 percent of those who married at ages 20 or 21 and 55 percent of 

those who married at ages 22-26. Similar patterns are apparent when time since marriage 

is considered: 53 percent of newlyweds are very satisfied with life, as are 51 percent of 

those who married one-to-two years ago, but only 41 percent of those who married three 

or more years ago are very satisfied with life. 

Pride. There is less variation by relationships status for having “a lot to be proud of” than 

for being very satisfied with life. Still, young adults who have married are not faring 

badly in this regard. Nearly 54 percent of them strongly agree that they have a lot to be 

proud, which is second only to those who are dating and engaged (of whom 55 percent 

strongly agree). Exactly half of cohabiting-and-engaged young adults strongly agree with 

this. Fewer unengaged cohabitors, unengaged dating young adults, and singles strongly 

agree, but they are not drastically different from the other groups. Between 46 and 48 

percent of each of these groups strongly agree that they have a lot to be proud of. 

Notably, however, it is those for whom marriage is a reality or is imminent who are most 

likely to strongly agree with this statement. Variations by age at first marriage and time 

since marriage are modest. 

Doing things the right way. The pattern of results for young adults strongly agreeing that 

they are “doing things just about right” is identical to the results for having a lot to be 

proud of, though fewer young adults in any relationship status strongly agree with this 

statement. Still it is those who are dating and engaged, those who are ever-married, and 

those who are cohabiting and engaged who are most likely to strongly agree, followed by 
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daters who are not engaged, singles, and cohabitors who are not engaged—in that order. 

The disparity again is not particularly large, to be sure, but married and engaged 

individuals appear to be doing slightly better on this mental health outcome. As with the 

previous measure, age at marriage and time since marriage do not have clear effects on 

agreement with doing things right. 

Frequency of drunkenness. Drunkenness in young adulthood clearly varies by 

relationship status. On one end of the spectrum are the dating-and-engaged, cohabiting-

and-engaged, and ever-married. Only about three percent of each of these groups reports 

weekly (or more frequent) drunkenness over the past year. In contrast, 18 percent of 

singles say they got drunk that often, as do 14 percent of unengaged daters and 11 percent 

of unengaged cohabitors. Clearly engagement and marriage are associated with lower 

levels of drunkenness during this stage of the life course. Differences by age at marriage 

are small (in part because the activity is so rare); still, it appears drunkenness is slightly 

more common among teenage marriers than among those who marry at later ages. 

Similarly, newlyweds are slightly less likely to get drunk frequently than those who 

married longer ago. 

Multivariate Results 

Depressive symptoms. Table 5.3 reports coefficients from ordinary least-squares (OLS) 

regression models predicting depressive symptoms (as measured by the abbreviated CES-

D scale). Model 1 suggests that net of controls for demographic characteristics and 

physical and personality characteristics, only one group has significantly fewer 

depressive symptoms than the ever-married: engaged daters. These individuals score half 



 

Table 5.3. Coefficients from Ordinary Least Squares Regression Models Predicting CES-D Score 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
      
Relationship Status      
Single   .44*   .45*   .50**   .35+   .31+ 
Unengaged daters –.06   .05   .13 –.02 –.05 
Engaged daters –.50* –.56* –.54* –.56* –.57* 
Unengaged cohabitors   .16   .10   .05 –.02 –.08 
Engaged cohabitors   .09 –.02 –.07 –.07 –.12 
      
Mediating Variables      
CES-D, Wave 1    .17***   .16***   .16***   .16*** 
Still in high school   1.19 1.19 1.19 
Went to college, dropped out   –.75*** –.75*** –.73*** 
Two-year college student   –.24 –.22 –.19 
Earned Associate’s degree     –1.03***   –1.00*** –.96*** 
Four-year college student   –.75*** –.71*** –.67*** 
Earned Bachelor’s degree or higher   –.97*** –.94*** –.89*** 
Personal earnings   –.08** –.08** –.08** 
Zero sex partners in last year      .16   .19 
Two or more sex partners in last year      .55***   .54*** 
Religious service attendance      –.06* 
      
Control Variables      
Age –.10** –.16*** –.09** –.08** –.09** 
Female   .90***   .59***   .68***   .72***   .73*** 
South –.11 –.10 –.12 –.13 –.10 
Urban –.04   .03   .01   .01   .01 
Rural –.05 –.10 –.15 –.16 –.15 
Black   .80***   .55***   .45**   .42**   .46** 
Hispanic   .93***   .57***   .50**   .52**   .53** 
Asian   .62*   .32*   .40+   .47*   .49* 
Co-resident child(ren)   .44**   .16 –.08 –.06 –.06 
Underweight   .58*   .39   .36   .39   .37 
Overweight –.07 –.07 –.06 –.05 –.05 
Obese   .15   .10   .04   .07   .07 
Interviewer report attractive physically –.25** –.16* –.13+ –.13+ –.13+ 
Interviewer report attractive personality –.26** –.19* –.15+ –.14+ –.14+ 
      
Constant 7.49*** 6.71*** 5.60*** 5.35*** 5.51*** 
R-squared   .04   .14   .15   .15   .15 

 
+ p < .10         * p < .05       ** p < .01       *** p < .001 
 
Reference groups are ever-married, never went to college, one sex partner in last year, suburban, White, and normal weight.  
 
N = 11,684
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a point lower on the CES-D scale than the ever-married. In contrast, single young 

adults—those who are not in a relationship of any type—score .44 points higher than the 

ever-married. Unengaged daters and both engaged and unengaged cohabitors are not 

significantly different than ever-marrieds with respect to depressive symptoms.  

 Model 2 tests the selection hypothesis, the idea that individuals select into 

different relationship groups by their prior levels of depressive symptoms. Although prior 

depressive symptoms are strongly predictive of current depressive symptoms, they do 

little to explain differences in this outcome by relationship status. The coefficient for 

singles increases slightly to .45, while the coefficient for engaged daters decreases to  

-.56. There is no evidence that married young adults differ from singles and engaged 

daters on their depressive symptoms because those with varying levels of depressive 

symptoms selected into different relationship types. 

 Model 3 adds the educational attainment and personal income measures, testing 

the hypothesis that differences among relationship groupings stems from differences in 

financial resources and socioeconomic standing. This idea also receives very little 

support. The effect of being single on depressive symptoms increases from .45 to .50, and 

the effect of being an engaged dater is attenuated only very slightly.  

 Model 4 tests the hypothesis that differences in depression stem from differences 

in relationship stability among the groups. That is, marriage may confer mental health 

benefits because it is a stable relationship. There is some evidence for this. Once I control 

for number of sex partners over the last year, the effect of being single is reduced from 

.50 to .35, and it remains significant only at a marginal level (p < .10). The mental health 
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advantage of being an engaged dater remains strong, however, at -.56. Lastly, Model 5 

considers the possibility that married young adults draw emotional, moral and social 

support from heightened involvement in a religious community. There is little evidence 

for this. Although religious service attendance is negatively associated with depressive 

symptoms, including this measure in the model reduces the positive effect of being single 

only from .35 to .31. Moreover, the effect of being an engaged dater is practically 

unchanged. In sum, it appears ever-married young adults enjoy lower depressive 

symptoms than singles in part because they have experienced less recent relationship 

turmoil. Daters who are not engaged and both engaged and unengaged cohabitors have 

similar CES-D scores as ever-marrieds, and engaged daters have lower levels of 

depressive symptoms. 

Life satisfaction. Table 5.4 presents parallel analysis for the life satisfaction outcome. The 

figures presented here are odds ratios from ordered logit regression models. Model 1 

reveals that ever-married young adults report the highest levels of life satisfaction—a 

finding we might expect given the bivariate results in Table 5.2. Single young adults are 

56 percent less likely than ever-married young adults to report higher levels of life 

satisfaction, and unengaged daters and cohabitors are 45 and 43 percent less likely, 

respectively. Engaged individuals, cohabiting or not, are the most similar to ever-

marrieds in terms of their life satisfaction, though they are still significantly less likely 

than marrieds to report higher life satisfaction. Model 2 adds the Wave 1 CES-D score to 

test the selection hypothesis. (Unfortunately, there was no life satisfaction measure 

included at Wave 1. CES-D and life satisfaction are strongly correlated (r = .46) in Wave 



 

Table 5.4. Odds Ratios from Ordered Logit Regression Models Predicting Life Satisfaction 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
      
Relationship Status      
Single   .44***   .43***   .39***   .43***   .46*** 
Unengaged daters   .55***   .53***   .47***   .52***   .55*** 
Engaged daters   .69**   .70**   .67***   .68**   .69** 
Unengaged cohabitors   .57***   .57***   .58***   .62***   .67*** 
Engaged cohabitors   .71**   .73*   .76*   .75*   .82 
      
Mediating Variables      
CES-D, Wave 1    .95***   .96***   .96***   .96*** 
Still in high school     .83   .83   .83 
Went to college, dropped out   1.05 1.05 1.01 
Two-year college student   1.26** 1.25** 1.20* 
Earned Associate’s degree   1.30* 1.28* 1.21+ 
Four-year college student   2.09*** 2.04*** 1.92*** 
Earned Bachelor’s degree or higher   1.91*** 1.88*** 1.74*** 
Personal earnings   1.02 1.03 1.03 
Zero sex partners in last year      .92   .88 
Two or more sex partners in last year      .66***   .67*** 
Religious service attendance      1.09*** 
      
Control Variables      
Age 1.00 1.02 1.01 1.00 1.01 
Female   .89*   .97   .89   .87*   .85** 
South 1.19** 1.19** 1.21** 1.22** 1.17* 
Urban   .96   .93   .94   .94   .94 
Rural 1.05 1.08 1.12 1.13 1.12 
Black   .82*   .87+   .91   .94   .88 
Hispanic   .93 1.03 1.10 1.09 1.06 
Asian   .88   .96   .90   .85   .83+ 
Co-resident child(ren)   .74***   .79**   .94   .92   .92 
Underweight   .63**   .65**   .64**   .63***   .64** 
Overweight 1.06 1.06 1.05 1.05 1.04 
Obese   .86*   .87*   .91   .90+   .89+ 
Interviewer report attractive physically 1.10* 1.07+ 1.05 1.05 1.05 
Interviewer report attractive personality 1.15*** 1.14** 1.11** 1.11** 1.10* 
      
-2 log likelihood                                     25857.08       25439.14       25188.38        25089.38        25017.05 

 
+ p < .10         * p < .05       ** p < .01       *** p < .001 
 
Reference groups are ever-married, never went to college, one sex partner in last year, suburban, White, and normal weight. 
 
N = 11,736
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3, however, so CES-D score at Wave 1 is used as a proxy for life satisfaction at Wave 1.) 

There is no evidence to support the selection hypothesis here; none of the odds ratios 

changes by more than .02 when Wave 1 CES-D score is added to the model. The 

socioeconomic resources hypothesis receives similarly scant support in Model 3. 

Including educational attainment and income measures in the model explains very little 

of the difference among relationship groups; it does slightly diminish the cohabiting-and-

engaged effect (from .73 to .76). 

 Model 4 adds measures for number of recent sex partners. This reduces the effects 

of being single, an unengaged dater, and an unengaged cohabitor slightly, though all 

differences between ever-marrieds and other relationship groups remain substantively 

and significantly different. Model 5 adds religious service attendance, which explains 

another small part of the difference and reduces the cohabiting-and-engaged effect to 

statistical nonsignficance. Married individuals’ advantage in life satisfaction over those 

who are engaged and cohabiting may stem in part from their involvement in a religious 

community. 

Pride. Table 5.5 displays odds ratios from ordered logit regression models predicting 

agreement with a question about whether the respondent has a lot to be proud of. Model 1 

shows that net of controls, single young adults and cohabiting young adults who are not 

engaged are less likely to agree that they have a lot to be proud of. Daters, irrespective of 

their engagement status, and cohabitors who are engaged report similar levels of pride as 

the ever-married. The selection model (Model 2) suggests these differences are not 

stemming from selection into relationship types on account of Wave 1 levels of pride.  



 

Table 5.5. Odds Ratios from Ordered Logit Regression Models Predicting Has A Lot to Be Proud Of 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
      
Relationship Status      
Single   .82**   .81**   .79**   .82*   .85+ 
Unengaged daters   .90   .89+   .85*   .87+   .90 
Engaged daters 1.11 1.13 1.09 1.10 1.11 
Unengaged cohabitors   .81*   .83*   .85+   .86+   .92 
Engaged cohabitors   .88   .88   .90   .90   .95 
      
Mediating Variables      
Lots to be proud of, Wave 1  1.73*** 1.68*** 1.68*** 1.67*** 
Still in high school   1.24 1.23 1.23 
Went to college, dropped out   1.14 1.14 1.11 
Two-year college student   1.26* 1.26* 1.22* 
Earned Associate’s degree   1.42* 1.41* 1.35* 
Four-year college student   1.52*** 1.52*** 1.45*** 
Earned Bachelor’s degree or higher   1.68*** 1.67*** 1.59*** 
Personal earnings   1.06** 1.06** 1.06** 
Zero sex partners in last year      .93   .90 
Two or more sex partners in last year      .91   .92 
Religious service attendance     1.06*** 
      
Control Variables      
Age 1.02 1.04* 1.01 1.01 1.01 
Female   .88*   .96   .93   .92   .91+ 
South 1.15** 1.12* 1.14* 1.15** 1.12* 
Urban 1.21** 1.18* 1.18* 1.17* 1.18* 
Rural 1.02 1.03 1.07 1.07 1.06 
Black 1.32*** 1.23** 1.29*** 1.29*** 1.24** 
Hispanic   .88   .91   .94   .94   .93 
Asian   .77*   .82+   .79*   .79*   .78* 
Co-resident child(ren) 1.30*** 1.38*** 1.59*** 1.58*** 1.58*** 
Underweight   .86   .91   .92   .91   .93 
Overweight 1.10 1.11+ 1.11 1.10 1.10 
Obese 1.12+ 1.17* 1.22** 1.22** 1.21** 
Interviewer report attractive physically 1.03 1.03 1.01 1.01 1.01 
Interviewer report attractive personality 1.26*** 1.25*** 1.22*** 1.22*** 1.22*** 
      
-2 log-likelihood                                    21042.70        20611.09       20487.88       20479.96        20445.55  

 
+ p < .10         * p < .05       ** p < .01       *** p < .001 
 
Reference groups are ever-married, never went to college, one sex partner in last year, suburban, White, and normal weight.  
 
N = 11,741
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Selection may actually mask the relationship between dating-but-not-engaged and pride; 

once the Wave 1 measure is controlled, daters are less likely than the ever-married to 

report higher pride in themselves, though the difference is only marginally significant. 

Differences between singles, cohabitors, and ever-marrieds remain. 

 Model 3 adds the socioeconomic variables. Educational attainment and personal 

earnings reduce the effect of unengaged cohabiting to marginal significance, but they also 

suppress the effects of being single and dating without being engaged. Once 

socioeconomic factors are considered, daters are significantly less likely to report having 

a lot to be proud of. Model 4 includes measures for number of recent sex partners. These 

effects are statistically insignificant and do not do much to alter the relationship status 

effects, though the unengaged dating effect returns to marginal significance once these 

measures are included. Finally, it seems many of the weak effects that remained in Model 

4 disappear in Model 5 once religious service attendance is considered. Only singles are 

significantly less likely than ever-marrieds to report higher pride, and that effect is only 

marginally significant (p < .10). 

Doing things the right way. Table 5.6 reports results for agreement with a question about 

whether or not the respondent is “doing things just about right.” Here we see that engaged 

respondents—be they dating or cohabiting—do not differ from ever-married respondents 

with respect to their assessment of the way they are doing things. Singles, unengaged 

daters, and unengaged cohabitors, however, are less likely to agree that they are doing 

things the right way. As was the case with the other outcomes, selection does not account 

for much, if any, of this disparity. Neither does socioeconomic status. Number of recent 



 

Table 5.6. Odds Ratios from Ordered Logit Regression Models Predicting Doing Things Just About Right 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
      
Relationship Status      
Single   .67***   .67***   .65***   .72***   .75** 
Unengaged daters   .82**   .80**   .77**   .84*   .87+ 
Engaged daters 1.08 1.08 1.02 1.04 1.05 
Unengaged cohabitors   .69***   .71***   .72***   .75**   .79* 
Engaged cohabitors   .92   .93   .94   .94   .99 
      
Mediating Variables      
Doing things the right way, Wave 1  1.66*** 1.66*** 1.66*** 1.66*** 
Still in high school     .78   .77   .79 
Went to college, dropped out   1.14 1.14 1.11 
Two-year college student   1.28** 1.26** 1.23* 
Earned Associate’s degree   1.16 1.13 1.09 
Four-year college student   1.37*** 1.34*** 1.28** 
Earned Bachelor’s degree or higher   1.62*** 1.59*** 1.50*** 
Personal earnings   1.06*** 1.06*** 1.07*** 
Zero sex partners in last year      .87+   .84* 
Two or more sex partners in last year      .72***   .72*** 
Religious service attendance     1.06*** 
      
Control Variables      
Age 1.02 1.03+ 1.00 1.00 1.01 
Female   .82**   .90+   .88*   .86**   .85** 
South 1.09 1.04 1.06+ 1.07 1.04 
Urban 1.18* 1.16* 1.14+ 1.14+ 1.14+ 
Rural 1.10 1.10+ 1.16* 1.16* 1.15* 
Black 1.29*** 1.25** 1.27** 1.30*** 1.25** 
Hispanic   .99 1.02 1.05 1.05 1.03 
Asian   .86   .86   .84   .81   .80 
Co-resident child(ren)   .93   .95 1.07 1.05 1.05 
Underweight   .74*   .78+   .79+   .78+   .79+ 
Overweight   .98 1.00 1.00   .99   .99 
Obese   .89+   .92   .95   .94   .94 
Interviewer report attractive physically 1.09* 1.08* 1.07* 1.07* 1.07+ 
Interviewer report attractive personality 1.20*** 1.20*** 1.17*** 1.17*** 1.16*** 
      
-2 log-likelihood                                    25698.92        25125.97       24974.80        24913.38       24881.90 

 
+ p < .10         * p < .05       ** p < .01       *** p < .001 
 
Reference groups are ever-married, never went to college, one sex partner in last year, suburban, White, and normal weight.  
 
N = 11,737

 181



 

 182

sex partners does explain some of the effect of these variables; having a secure, stable 

partner appears to be associated with higher agreement with doing things the right way. 

Religious service attendance reduces the unengaged dating effect to marginal significance 

(p < .10), but ever-married and engaged young adults appear to have a more positive 

outlook on the way they are doing things. 

Frequency of drunkenness. Table 5.7 reports odds ratios from ordered logit regression 

models predicting the frequency with which young adults get drunk. Engaged young 

adults who are dating and who are cohabiting are not significantly different from ever-

married young adults in their drinking behavior, but there are clear differences between 

singles, unengaged daters, and unengaged cohabitors. Singles and unengaged daters are 

more than two-and-a-half times as likely as ever-marrieds to get drunk more often in the 

first model. Unengaged cohabitors are nearly twice as likely as ever-marrieds to get 

drunk more frequently. 

 Model 2 adds the Wave 1 drunkenness measure. Only a small part of the 

difference in drinking behavior is explained by prior drinking behavior. Singles and 

unengaged daters still have two-and-a-half times the odds of getting drunk more 

frequently, and the odds ratio for unengaged cohabitors is reduced from 1.98 to 1.83. 

Adding socioeconomic variables (in Model 3) further reduces the effect of being single 

and an unengaged dater, though again only slightly. The unengaged cohabiting effect is 

relatively unchanged, and is actually slightly strengthened by including the 

socioeconomic variables. (This may reflect a “partying” lifestyle among college-educated 

single and dating young adults rather than externalizing behavior.) 



 

Table 5.7. Odds Ratios from Ordered Logit Regression Models Predicting Frequency of Drunkenness 
 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 
      
Relationship Status      
Single 2.55*** 2.50*** 2.41*** 2.29*** 2.11*** 
Unengaged daters 2.57*** 2.50*** 2.31*** 1.94*** 1.82*** 
Engaged daters   .90   .87   .87   .85   .84 
Unengaged cohabitors 1.98*** 1.83*** 1.85*** 1.70*** 1.51*** 
Engaged cohabitors 1.02   .95   .97   .96   .86 
      
Mediating Variables      
Frequency of drunkenness, Wave 1  1.31*** 1.32*** 1.29*** 1.27*** 
Still in high school     .80   .84   .85 
Went to college, dropped out   1.35** 1.37** 1.44*** 
Two-year college student   1.39*** 1.47*** 1.57*** 
Earned Associate’s degree   1.03 1.07 1.16 
Four-year college student   1.67*** 1.82*** 2.02*** 
Earned Bachelor’s degree or higher   1.66*** 1.79*** 2.00*** 
Personal earnings   1.04* 1.03+ 1.03+ 
Zero sex partners in last year      .68***   .72*** 
Two or more sex partners in last year    2.06*** 2.03*** 
Religious service attendance       .89*** 
      
Control Variables      
Age   .99   .95**   .93***   .93**   .93*** 
Female   .60***   .61***   .59***   .60***   .61*** 
South   .78**   .78**   .79**   .77**   .82* 
Urban   .82*   .85+   .88   .87+   .86+ 
Rural   .88   .88   .92   .92   .94 
Black   .26***   .28***   .30***   .26***   .28*** 
Hispanic   .57***   .57***   .60***   .60***   .62*** 
Asian   .44***   .48***   .46***   .51***   .53*** 
Co-resident child(ren)   .61***   .56***   .65***   .65***   .65*** 
Underweight   .84   .83   .84   .88   .84 
Overweight   .99   .99   .99 1.00 1.01 
Obese   .84**   .85*   .88*   .92   .93 
Interviewer report attractive physically 1.07* 1.07* 1.04 1.03 1.04 
Interviewer report attractive personality 1.01 1.01   .99 1.00 1.01 
      
-2 log-likelihood                                    32505.36        32170.51       31955.56       31480.93        31342.19 

 
+ p < .10         * p < .05       ** p < .01       *** p < .001 
 
Reference groups are ever-married, never went to college, one sex partner in last year, suburban, White, and normal weight.  
 
N = 11,501
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Model 4 considers the effect of stable partnering. Once I account for number of sex 

partners in the last year, the unengaged dating odds ratio is reduced substantially from 

2.31 to 1.94. The unengaged cohabiting and single effects are also partially mediated. 

Having a stable sexual partner (or no partner at all) is associated with lower drinking 

behavior. The causality here likely runs in both directions. That is, some young adults 

likely drink more because of relationship turmoil, but others likely have many sexual 

partners because their alcohol consumption leads to more frequent sexual encounters. 

Religious service attendance (in Model 5) partially mediates the drunkenness-relationship 

status association. Part of the difference in drinking behavior between ever-marrieds and 

singles, unengaged daters, and unengaged cohabitors is because ever-marrieds are more 

religious. Still, even after accounting for a number of controls and potential mediators, 

robust differences in drinking behavior remain between the ever-married and singles, 

unengaged daters, and unengaged cohabitors. 

Gender differences. To test for differences in the effect of relationship status on the 

mental health of men and women, I ran models with multiplicative interaction terms 

between the respondents’ gender and their relationship status (these models added the 

interaction terms to the full models—Models 5—in Tables 5.3–5.7). For the most part 

there are few differences in women and men with respect to the association between 

relationship status and mental health outcomes. There are no statistically significant 

gender interactions for depressive symptoms or having a lot to be proud of. For life 

satisfaction, there is only a marginally significant (p < .10) gender interaction among 

unengaged cohabitors; the unengaged cohabiting effect is stronger for women, and male 
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unengaged cohabitors are only significantly less satisfied with their lives than married 

men at a marginal significance level. When it comes to agreeing that they are doing 

things about right, there is a significant (p < .01) gender interaction among unengaged 

daters. The unengaged dating effect is stronger for unengaged dating men than for 

unengaged dating women; indeed, these women are not significantly different from ever-

married women in this regard, but unengaged dating men are less likely than ever-

married men to say this.  

 Gender differences are most evident for drunkenness, where there are three 

significant gender interactions (although two of the three are only marginally significant). 

Dating-and-engaged men are actually less likely than ever-married men to drink (OR = 

.58; p < .05), but the same does not hold for dating-and-engaged women (OR = 1.14; p = 

.40). The gender interaction is significant at p < .01. The other two interactions are only 

significant at p < .10. Specifically, unengaged cohabiting men are only marginally more 

likely to get drunk more often than ever-married men, but unengaged cohabiting women 

are much more likely than ever-married women to get drunk more frequently (OR = 1.76; 

p < .001). And engaged cohabiting men are actually less likely than ever-married men to 

get drunk more frequently (OR = .68; p < .05), but engaged cohabiting women do not 

differ from ever-married women (OR = 1.02; p = .89). 

Marital Characteristics 

The effect of marriage on mental health may vary by the context of that marriage. For 

example, marrying at age 18 is less normative than marrying at age 25 and may carry 

with it additional burdens. Similarly, those who have been married only a short time may 
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still be experiencing a “honeymoon” phase of their marriage, and mental health may be 

worse among those who have been married longer periods of time. To test for differences 

by age at first marriage, I created additional relationship categories: married as a 

teenager, married at age 20 or 21, and married at ages 22-26. Then I ran models parallel 

to Models 5 in Tables 5.3–5.7 with “married as a teenager” as the new reference 

category.  

Remarkably, even teenage marriage is not particularly deleterious to the mental 

health of young adults. Panel A of Table 5.8 shows that only engaged daters have 

significantly lower CES-D scores than teen marriers; these young adults had lower scores 

than all ever-married young adults (in Table 5.3). Although the positive effect of being 

single is no longer present when teenage marriage is the reference category, it is 

notable—given what we know about the long-term survival rates of teenage marriage—

that marrying in one’s 20s does not confer additional mental health benefits to marrying 

in one’s teens, nor do other relationship arrangements like cohabiting. 

The findings for life satisfaction are somewhat different, but here again there is 

little evidence that teenage marriage is associated with dissatisfaction. Singles and 

unengaged daters report lower life satisfaction than teen marriers, and engaged daters and 

both cohabiting groups do not differ from those who married as teenagers. Those who 

marry later, however, do report greater life satisfaction. With respect to having lots to be 

proud of and doing things the right way, teenage marriers are not particularly 

distinguishable from other married young adults or those who are in different relationship 

circumstances. Singles are marginally less likely than teen marriers to report having lots 



 

Table 5.8. Coefficients and Odds Ratios from OLS and Ordered Logit Regression Models Predicting Mental Health, 
by Marital Characteristics 
 

 
CES-D 
Score 

Life satis-
faction 

Lots to be 
proud of 

Doing 
things 
right 

Drunken-
ness 

      
Panel A. Age at First Marriage      
Single   .23   .57***   .82+   .75* 1.91*** 
Unengaged daters –.13   .69**   .87   .88 1.64*** 
Engaged daters –.65*   .86 1.07 1.05   .76+ 
Unengaged cohabitors –.15   .84   .88   .79+ 1.36** 
Engaged cohabitors –.20 1.02   .92   .99   .78* 
First married at ages 20 or 21 –.11 1.30*   .97   .98   .76* 
First married at ages 22-26 –.13 1.58**   .90 1.02   .94 
      
Panel B. Time Since First Marriage      
Single   .19   .57***   .88   .84 1.92*** 
Dating –.17   .68**   .94   .98 1.65*** 
Dating and engaged –.69*   .86 1.15 1.18   .76+ 
Cohabiting –.19   .83   .95   .88 1.37* 
Cohabiting and engaged –.24 1.00   .99 1.10   .78+ 
First married less than a year ago –.17 1.41* 1.00 1.08   .95 
First married 1-2 years ago –.17 1.35* 1.10 1.23*   .82 

 
+ p < .10         * p < .05       ** p < .01       *** p < .001 
 
Reference groups are first married as a teenager (Panel A) and married three or more years ago (Panel B). 
 
Models contain, but do not display, the same independent variables as those found in Models 5 of Tables 3-7 and have the same N.  
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to be proud of and less likely to say they are doing things just about right. Unengaged 

cohabitors are also marginally less likely than those who married as teenagers to say they 

are doing things just about right. Otherwise, teenage marriers are no different than other 

young adults; notably, no group is significantly more likely than those who married as 

teenagers to report higher levels of these outcomes.  

Young adults who are single, unengaged and dating, and unengaged and 

cohabiting are more likely than teen marriers to get drunk more frequently. Engaged 

daters and cohabitors, in contrast, are less likely to get drunk (though the effect of the 

former is only significant at p < .10), as are those who marry at age 20 or 21. This is not 

terribly different from the results in Table 5.7, though it appears young adults who are 

engaged are less frequently drunk than teen marriers. 

The results for time since marriage mostly parallel those for age at marriage as 

these two variables are highly correlated (r = .61). The only differences here are that 

those who married one or two years ago are more likely than those who married three or 

more years ago to say they are doing things just about right, and there are no time-since-

marriage effects among ever-marrieds for drunkenness. Table 5.9 attempts to parse the 

effects of age at first marriage vis-à-vis time since marriage by including both 

simultaneously in regression models. When both are included in the model, it appears 

that neither affect CES-D scores, having a lot to be proud of, or frequency of 

drunkenness. Marrying at older ages is positively associated with life satisfaction, while 

being married longer is negatively associated (at p < .10) with doing things just about 



 

Table 5.9. Coefficients and Odds Ratios from OLS and Ordered Logit Regression Models Predicting Mental Health 
among Married Respondents 
 

 

CES-D 
Score 
(N=2,417) 

Life satis-
faction 
(N=2,430) 

Lots to be 
proud of 
(N=2,432) 

Doing 
things 
right 
(N=2,430) 

Drunken-
ness 
(N=2,388) 

      
Marital Characteristics      
Age at first marriage –.09 1.11*   .98   .96   .97 
Years since first marriage –.05   .97   .97   .92+   .97 
      
Control Variables      
Female   .84***   .92   .85   .61***   .59*** 
South –.38+ 1.17 1.09 1.00   .68** 
Urban –.20   .81 1.15 1.18   .86 
Rural –.27   .99 1.06 1.21   .95 
Black   .60+   .59** 1.11   .84   .51* 
Hispanic –.07 1.43*   .95 1.27   .56** 
Asian   .63+   .68   .58+ 1.09   .61 
Still in high school –.28   .69   .61   .45+   .95 
Went to college, dropped out   –1.00*** 1.13 1.33+ 1.24 1.31 
Two-year college student   .01   .94 1.24 1.14 1.71* 
Earned Associate’s degree –.85*   .83 1.20   .82   .94 
Four-year college student   –1.01*** 1.55* 1.50+ 1.12   .85 
Earned Bachelor’s degree or higher   –1.31*** 1.84* 1.70* 1.82* 1.22 
Co-resident child(ren) –.40+ 1.11 1.93*** 1.37**   .61*** 
Religious service attendance –.01 1.08** 1.02 1.04   .83*** 
Personal earnings –.03 1.02 1.03 1.02 1.02 
Underweight 1.03   .75 1.13   .97   .56 
Overweight   .03 1.15 1.19   .97 1.08 
Obese   .20 1.00 1.17   .90   .73* 
Interviewer report attractive physically –.09 1.12 1.03 1.07   .96 
Interviewer report attractive personality –.15 1.02 1.11 1.15 1.05 
Zero sex partners in last year   .48 1.22 1.15   .98   .66 
Two or more sex partners in last year   .88**   .41***   .95   .62* 2.69*** 
CES-D, Wave 1   .17***   .96*** ––– ––– ––– 
Lots to be proud of, Wave 1 ––– ––– 1.55*** ––– ––– 
Doing things right, Wave 1 ––– ––– ––– 1.65*** ––– 
Frequency of drunkenness, Wave 1 ––– ––– ––– ––– 1.32*** 

 
+ p < .10         * p < .05       ** p < .01       *** p < .001 
 
Reference groups are suburban, White, normal weight, never went to college, and one sex partner in last year.  
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right. Still, given the collinearity between these measures it is difficult to disentangle 

their effects with a great degree of confidence. 

Moderating Effects  

Table 5.10 looks at how differences between the ever-married and young adults in other 

types of relationship situations may be contingent on a number of factors, specifically: 

the presence of co-resident children (Panels A and B), outcome measures during 

adolescence (Wave 1) (Panels C and D), educational attainment (Panels E, F, and G) and 

frequency of religious service attendance (Panels H and I). 

Co-resident children. Panels A and B of Table 5.10 reveal that at least some of the effects 

of relationship status on marriage are contingent on having co-resident children. Engaged 

daters without children, for example, score nearly a full point lower on the CES-D scale 

than ever-married young adults without children, but engaged daters with children score 

more than a full point higher on the CES-D scale than ever-married parents (though this 

difference is only significant at p < .10). Notable differences appear with respect to life 

satisfaction as well. Among young adults with no co-resident children, singles, 

unengaged daters, and unengaged cohabitors are significantly less satisfied with their 

lives than ever-marrieds, but the negative effect of unengaged dating is even stronger 

among unengaged daters, and engaged daters with children are less likely than ever-

marrieds with children to report higher levels of life satisfaction. There is only one 

significant interaction between being a co-resident parent and relationship status with 

respect to having a lot to be proud of. Unengaged cohabitors with children are 

significantly less likely than married parents to report having a lot to be proud of; 



 

Table 5.10. Coefficients and Odds Ratios from OLS and Ordered Logit Regression Models Showing Moderating 
Effects of Parenthood, Prior Mental Health, Educational Attainment, and Religious Service Attendance on the 
Association between Relationship Status and Mental Health Outcomes 
 

 
CES-D 
Score 

Life 
satisfaction 

Lots to be 
proud of 

Doing 
things right 

Drunk-
enness 

      
Panel A. No Co-Resident Child(ren)      
Single   .17   .52***   .93   .86 2.17*** 
Unengaged daters –.23   .64*** a   .98 1.00 1.89*** 
Engaged daters –.94** c   .84 b 1.19 1.28 b   .83 
Unengaged cohabitors –.33   .78* 1.11 b   .94 a 1.58*** 
Engaged cohabitors –.25   .86 1.03 1.18   .89 

Panel B. Co-Resident Child(ren)      
Single   .15   .46***   .80   .63* 1.82** 
Unengaged daters   .26   .45***   .89   .84 1.33 
Engaged daters 1.11+   .44*** 1.18   .61+ 1.21 
Unengaged cohabitors   .28   .62**   .68*   .68** 1.30 
Engaged cohabitors –.05   .90   .92   .86   .79 

Panel C. Optimal on Outcome at Wave 1†     
Single   .38*   .48*** 1.02 f   .74 2.11*** 
Unengaged daters   .02   .58*** 1.00   .95 1.84*** 
Engaged daters –.14 g   .64*** e 1.08 1.00   .90 
Unengaged cohabitors –.09   .66***   .90   .92 1.45** 
Engaged cohabitors –.03   .81   .85 1.19   .76 

Panel D. Suboptimal on Outcome at Wave 1††     
Single .48   .44***   .75**   .74** 1.93*** 
Unengaged daters .01   .51***   .85*   .87+ 1.60*** 
Engaged daters –1.67**   .96 1.14 1.05   .67 
Unengaged cohabitors .22   .76   .94   .74** 1.43* 
Engaged cohabitors .08   .86 1.06   .96   .90 

+ p < .10         * p < .05       ** p < .01       *** p < .001 
 
Models contain, but do not display, the same independent variables as those found in Models 5 of Tables 3-7 and have the same N.  
 

† An optimal classification indicates bottom 80% of Wave 1 CES-D score (below 17) (used for first two columns), strongly agree that has a lot to 
be proud of, strongly agrees they are doing things just about right, and never got drunk at least once over the last 12 months at Wave 1. 
†† A suboptimal classification indicates top 20% of Wave 1 CES-D score (17 or higher) (used for first two columns), less than strongly agree that 
has a lot to be proud of, less than strongly agrees they are doing things just about right, and got drunk over the last 12 months at Wave 1.  
 

a Significantly different from co-resident child(ren) effect at p < .10 
b Significantly different from co-resident child(ren) effect at p < .05 
c Significantly different from co-resident child(ren) effect at p < .01 
d Significantly different from co-resident child(ren) effect at p < .001 
e Significantly different from suboptimal effect at p < .10 
f Significantly different from suboptimal effect at p < .05 
g Significantly different from suboptimal effect at p < .01 
h Significantly different from suboptimal effect at p < .001 
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Table 5.10 continued. Coefficients and Odds Ratios from OLS and Ordered Logit Regression Models Showing 
Moderating Effects of Parenthood, Prior Mental Health, Educational Attainment, and Religious Service Attendance 
on the Association between Relationship Status and Mental Health Outcomes 
 

 
CES-D 
Score 

Life 
satisfaction 

Lots to be 
proud of 

Doing 
things right 

Drunk-
enness 

Panel E. Not in college      
Single   .30   .42*** j   .77*   .67** k 1.68*** p 
Unengaged daters –.11   .50***   .85   .77** j 1.60*** o 
Engaged daters –.68+   .58*** 1.32 1.14   .59* o 
Unengaged cohabitors –.05   .64** i   .89   .79* 1.27* o 
Engaged cohabitors –.17   .82   .92   .95   .79+ n 

Panel F. 2-Year College Student/Grad      
Single –.10   .72 n 1.03 1.20 m 2.03*** o 
Unengaged daters   .13   .69+ 1.06 1.16 1.84** n 
Engaged daters –.94+   .91 1.23 1.20   .95 
Unengaged cohabitors –.53 1.06 n   .91 1.15 o 1.94* n 
Engaged cohabitors –.46 1.18 o 1.24 1.28   .63 

Panel G. 4-Year College Student/Grad      
Single   .61*   .42***   .98   .79 3.74*** 
Unengaged daters   .05   .55**   .98   .97 2.96*** 
Engaged daters –.02   .80   .87   .94 1.60* 
Unengaged cohabitors   .12   .54** 1.00   .63* 2.53*** 
Engaged cohabitors   .16   .51*   .92   .98 1.47 

Panel H. Attend Church < Weekly      
Single   .39+   .46***   .82*   .72** 2.11*** 
Unengaged daters   .00   .54***   .87+   .82* 1.64*** s 
Engaged daters –.61*   .69** 1.13   .95   .76+ q 
Unengaged cohabitors –.02   .66***   .89   .74** 1.40*** q 
Engaged cohabitors –.06   .85 r   .91   .93   .81+ q 

Panel I. Attend Church >= Weekly      
Single   .02   .43***   .93   .77 1.80** 
Unengaged daters –.17   .61* 1.00 1.03 2.75*** 
Engaged daters –.35   .68 1.01 1.35 1.24 
Unengaged cohabitors –.39   .63+   .92 1.04 3.29* 
Engaged cohabitors   .04   .35*   .84   .78 1.61 

 
+ p < .10         * p < .05       ** p < .01       *** p < .001 
 
Models contain, but do not display, the same independent variables as those found in Models 5 of Tables 3-7 and have the same N.  
 
i Significantly different from two-year college student/graduate effect at p < .10 
j Significantly different from two-year college student/graduate effect at p < .05 
k Significantly different from two-year college student/graduate effect at p < .01 
l Significantly different from two-year college student/graduate effect at p < .001 
m Significantly different from four-year college student/graduate effect at p < .10 
n Significantly different from four-year college student/graduate effect at p < .05 
o Significantly different from four-year college student/graduate effect at p < .01 
p Significantly different from four-year college student/graduate effect at p < .001 
q Significantly different from >= weekly attendance effect at p < .10 
r Significantly different from >= weekly attendance at p < .05 
s Significantly different from >= weekly attendance at p < .01 
t Significantly different from >= weekly attendance at p < .001 
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unengaged cohabitors without children do not differ significantly from their married 

counterparts.  

The fourth column of Panels A and B suggest that marriage may still be regarded 

as the normative and appropriate relationship for childrearing. None of the relationship 

effects are significant among young adults without co-resident children when it comes to 

doing things about right. But for parents the story is different. Singles, engaged daters, 

and unengaged cohabitors with children are all less likely than ever-marrieds with 

children to report they are doing things just about right. (The interaction term for singles, 

however, is not significant and the engaged dating effect is only marginally significant.)  

 Lastly, childless young adults who are single, unengaged and dating, and 

unengaged and cohabiting are much more likely to get drunk more frequently than 

married young adults without children. Only single parents are significantly different than 

married parents on this outcome, but none of the relationship-parent interactions are 

statistically significant. 

Prior mental health. Marriage may be more or less beneficial depending on one’s mental 

state prior to entering it. Panels C and D test this idea. There is only one significant 

interaction term for CES-D score; engaged daters who were in the bottom 80 percent of 

the sample on their Wave 1 CES-D score (a score below 17)—those without relatively 

high levels of depressive symptoms—report similar depressive symptoms as ever-

marrieds who had low Wave 1 depressive symptoms, while engaged daters who had high 

levels of depressive symptoms report much lower CES-D scores at Wave 3 than do ever-

married young adults who had high CES-D scores during adolescence. With respect to 
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life satisfaction, the story for engaged daters is different: those who had normal levels of 

depressive symptoms at Wave 1 were less likely than ever-marrieds with normal Wave 1 

CES-D scores to report higher life satisfaction, while engaged daters with high Wave 1 

depressive symptoms look similar in their life satisfaction to their ever-married 

counterparts. When it comes to having lots to be proud of, being single is detrimental 

(vis-à-vis being ever-married) only for those who did not strongly agree that they had a 

lot to be proud of at Wave 1. There are no other significant interactions by the Wave 1 

mental health variables; although some effects hold only for those who had suboptimal 

Wave 1 mental health, the effects do not differ significantly from their counterparts with 

better mental health—the statistical significance is likely a function of increased 

statistical power due to larger cell sizes. 

Educational attainment. The biggest differences in relationship effects by educational 

attainment are among two-year college students and graduates. Here I find few of the 

relationship status effects witnessed in earlier tables, with the exception of the 

drunkenness outcome. Indeed, the effects of relationship situations on the mental health 

of young adults are similar for non-college and four-year college students and 

graduates—with the exception of the drunkenness measure, where the effect of marriage 

on four-year students and graduates is significantly stronger. Marriage appears to be 

particularly important for the mental health of non-college students and four-year college 

students and graduates, but not for two-year students and graduates. 

Religious service attendance. There are few differences in the effect of relationships on 

mental health by religious service attendance. Engaged cohabitors are significantly less 
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satisfied than married young adults when they are regular attenders of religious services, 

but not when they are not. Moreover, marriage appears to have a stronger protective 

effect on drunkenness among those who are regular participants in a religious community 

than among those who are not. 

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

Taking a life course perspective, I have investigated the relationship between marriage, 

other relationship arrangements, and mental health in young adulthood. I examined three 

aspects of mental health—depressive symptoms, global well-being, and alcohol abuse—

and six different relationship arrangements—being single, dating and unengaged, dating 

and engaged, cohabiting and unengaged, cohabiting and engaged, and ever-married. I 

also explored several potential mediating and moderating factors. 

The results vary by each outcome, but several key conclusions can be reached 

from these analyses. First, ever-married young adults often fare better than other young 

adults in their mental health. Only one group—engaged daters—manages to outshine 

ever-marrieds, and that holds only for one outcome: depressive symptoms. Ever-married 

young adults have fewer depressive symptoms than single young adults; they are more 

satisfied with their lives than all other young adults; and they are more proud of 

themselves, more likely to agree they are doing things the right way, and less likely to get 

drunk more frequently than unengaged young adults. Indeed, one important finding to 

emerge from this study is that engaged young adults—both those who are cohabiting and 

those who are not—are similar in their mental health to ever-marrieds, while unengaged 
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cohabitors and daters are not. This suggests that even the prospect of marriage can confer 

positive mental health benefits; testing this finding among the full adult population would 

be a worthy enterprise. In general, even among young adults whose marriages may be 

considered relatively early, marriage can have positive mental health effects. 

 Better mental health among the ever-married does not appear to be because 

young adults with better mental health are getting married. If anything, prior mental 

health is just as likely to suppress the effect of marriage on mental health as it is to 

mediate it, though it does little of either except perhaps in the case of alcohol abuse 

where its role is a bit more noticeable but nevertheless modest. This lack of mediation is 

consonant with many studies that assign a causal role to marriage, but not others (e.g., 

Mastakaasa 1992; Horwitz et al. 1996; Stutzer and Frey 2006). Of course, generalizing 

the findings to the entire adult population would be inappropriate—the results here could 

be attributable to selection of disadvantaged individuals into marriage (Forthofer et al. 

1996; Booth et al. 2008), a selection process that is likely to be different among older 

marriers. Whatever the case, selection into marriage by mentally healthy young adults is 

not driving any of these effects. Neither does the positive marriage-mental health 

connection stem from socioeconomic advantage among the ever-married. Again, early 

marriage may be distinct from on-time or late marriages in this regard in that those who 

marry early have fewer socioeconomic resources and lower socioeconomic trajectories 

(Booth et al. 2008; Chapter 2). The exception to this is again the alcohol abuse outcome. 

However, the heightened levels of drunkenness among four-year college students and 

graduates likely indicates that alcohol abuse among young adults is less about 
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externalizing mental health problems and more about social norms about what it means to 

be a middle- or upper-class young adult in the United States. Even if alcohol abuse is 

only partly about poor mental health, few would argue that drunkenness is a good thing, 

and marriage and engagement appear to curb this behavior during young adulthood.  

Relationship stability—measured here by the number of sex partners in the last 

year—is the most consistent explanation for ever-marrieds’ mental health advantage, 

though the advantage typically remains even after this is accounted for. Exiting 

relationships can lead to psychological distress among young adults, and marriage—

though not indissoluble—buffers many young adults from that distress. Religious service 

attendance also explains a little of the marital advantage, but again, not a large part of it. 

Marriage may bring young adults back to religious communities, and the emotional, 

moral, and social support available in these settings may improve mental health. Notably, 

however, the marriage-mental health relationship, even in young adulthood, is robust to a 

number of controls and potential explanatory mechanisms. Marriage appears not only to 

reduce psychological distress and overconsumption of alcohol, but it also appears to be 

part of the “good life.” Young adults who have married or who have plans to marry seem 

to be more at ease with the way they are transitioning to adulthood. These findings clash 

with the idea that marriage is off young adults’ radar screen, not for this time of life, or 

flat-out foolish for young adults (Arnett 2004). Young adults for whom marriage is not in 

the picture report lower mental health, and those differences seem to stem directly from 

their relationship status: Marriage and the prospect thereof continues to be imbued with 

symbolic and cultural significance as the capstone to adulthood (Cherlin 2004), and 
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young adults who have “achieved” it—or are close to “achieving” it—enjoy the best 

mental health.  

This is especially so for young adults with children, which reflects continuing 

norms about marriage as the appropriate context for raising children (Glenn 2005). 

Marriage also appears to be more important for those who did not attend or finish college 

and those who are in or graduated from a four-year college. Why marriage is less 

important for the mental health of those in two-year colleges and those with Associate’s 

degrees is not altogether clear. Moreover, though not a major focus of this study, the 

marriage effect is similar across gender, which corroborates the findings of several other 

studies that suggest perhaps “the future of marriage has arrived” (Williams 2003). 

Although I did not discover many contingencies for the marriage-mental health 

association by any of these factors, it is notable that in none of these contexts do single or 

unengaged adults (be they dating or cohabiting) exhibit better mental health than ever-

marrieds. 

Remarkably, even those who married as teenagers do not exhibit more mental 

health problems than other young adults. And neither do those who have been married for 

a relatively long time (for this age group). In one sense, these findings could be 

interpreted as justification—or perhaps even motivation—for early marriage, but I 

caution against that reading for at least two reasons. First, the finding that early marriage 

is generally positive for mental health must be weighed in conjunction with a host of 

other findings on early marriage such as those that suggest early marriage—especially 

teenage marriage—is associated with higher rates of divorce, lower educational 
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attainment, poorer physical health, and lower wages. Second, the effects shown in this 

study are relatively short-term effects, even though there is no evidence here that those 

who have been married for over three years have poorer mental health. When assessing 

the wisdom of early marriage, long-term mental health should also be examined. 

Nevertheless, the findings here do suggest that early marriage is not antithetical to 

emotional and psychological well-being in young adulthood in spite of the difficulties it 

often presents; in most cases, marriage and engagement are the best relational contexts 

for good mental health among young adults. 

Limitations 

This study has several limitations, many of which have been mentioned throughout. First, 

and importantly, this study can not speak to the long-term effect of an early marital 

transition, only relatively short-term effects. Given longer exposure to the difficulties 

associated with early marriage, those who marry early may exhibit higher levels of 

mental health problems. Furthermore, using a sample with a restricted age range such as 

this makes it difficult to reject the hypothesis that early marriage confers mental health 

benefits because these individuals are still in a “honeymoon” phase of their relationship. 

Though those who have been married a full three years or more still fare quite well with 

respect to their mental health, this is still a relatively short length of time since marriage. 

Second, there are a few measurement issues that may introduce error. No Wave 1 

measure of life satisfaction exists, so it is impossible to account for prior life satisfaction. 

Given the limited role of selection among the other outcomes, however, this is likely not 

a major issue. Conceptualizing alcohol abuse as a mental health problem during this life 
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stage may also be problematic. Frequent drunkenness may simply reflect the relatively 

care-free nature of “emerging adulthood” (Arnett 2004) rather than some deeper mental 

health issue. The heightened alcohol abuse among the most educated young adults who 

exhibit the lowest levels of depressive symptoms, the highest life satisfaction, the most 

pride in themselves, and the most assurance that they are doing things the right way 

suggests that this is probably a large part of the story here. Still, drunkenness is important 

nonetheless because of its implications for health and health behaviors. 

 Third, space and data limitations only allowed for the testing of a limited number 

of mediators and moderators of this relationship. For example, a question about 

relationship quality was only asked of a small subsample of the Add Health study, and 

relationship quality is often tied to mental health benefits (Ross 1995; Marcussen 2005). 

Social support tied to marriage may also be an important mediator or moderator of the 

association, and other factors may well be salient for explaining this relationship. 

Conclusion 

Researchers have only recently begun to move beyond the average effects of marriage on 

mental health and examine the contexts associated with better or worse mental health 

among those who are married. This study has furthered research efforts by focusing on 

marriage (vis-à-vis other types of relationships) in young adulthood, when marriage is 

non-normative and considered “early.” Data from the Add Health study reveal that 

marriage is typically beneficial and certainly not harmful to the short-term mental health 

of young adults. Although these findings must be weighed alongside other findings 
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regarding age at marriage and important outcomes, early marriage is generally good for 

the short-term emotional well-being of young adults. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 
This dissertation has contributed in several ways to our understanding of marriage in 

general, marriage timing in particular, and the transition to adulthood in the contemporary 

United States. In this conclusion, I will highlight the primary contributions of the study 

and offer some promising directions for future research. 

 First, early marriage continues to be the lived experience of a significant minority 

of young adults. Social scientists have stressed the development of emerging adulthood 

as a new stage of the life course and a shift in the meaning of marriage that makes it the 

capstone to adulthood rather than the foundation of or gateway to adulthood. This is a 

generalization that does not apply to all American young adults. About 25% of women 

and 16% of men marry before they turn 23. Although this study has not directly 

examined the day-to-day lives of these individuals, it is unlikely that “emerging 

adulthood,” as described by Arnett (2004), is very descriptive of them. It is not clear 

whether rates of early marriage have bottomed out or whether they will continue to fall to 

trivial levels. We could be witnessing, for instance, the uneven diffusion of cultural 

innovation throughout society. That is, ideas about family formation (e.g., cohabitation) 

that have their genesis in urban cores might only need more time to fully catch on in rural 

areas (Fischer 1978). Indeed, early marriage continues to be more common in rural areas 

and the Southern United States. We might also be witnessing, however, the power of 

subcultural schemas to trump the dominant cultural schema regarding marriage timing. 
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For example, cohabitation may never take hold among more religious young adults 

because of their moral qualms about the practice. Thus, early marriage’s future is 

uncertain. Studies using longitudinal data or data with more cohorts, like the General 

Social Surveys or the National Survey of Family Growth, could shed light on this issue 

by evaluating the effect of these factors on early marriage across birth cohorts to see if 

their effect is waning. 

 Second, individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds are overrepresented among 

early marriers. Public policy developed based on research on urban Americans may not 

be applicable to poor rural Americans. Should government efforts continue to take the 

form of “marriage promotion,” these efforts might look very different in rural 

communities. Rather than focusing on incentivizing marriage, programs in these 

communities may instead wish to focus on marriage education. Given the high rate of 

divorce among early marriers and concern about child well-being in families other than 

two-parent families, efforts might be better directed toward preventing divorce rather 

than getting people married in the first place. Additionally, this study’s findings highlight 

the importance of rural sociology; the curious balkanization of this subfield may have 

deleterious effects on the lives of Americans living outside of major metropolitan areas. 

 Third, culture is a significant factor in explaining why young adults marry early. 

In this study I explore specifically the role that religious communities play in early 

marriage. There is wide variation in marriage timing by religious characteristics, as other 

studies have shown. But this study reveals some of the reasons why this is the case. 

Religion discourages cohabitation as an alternative to marriage, it raises marital 
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expectations and desires, and it reduces perceived marriage-schooling role conflict during 

young adulthood. These effects remain in the midst of a number of controls and 

mediating variables, making a strong causal case for religion. The relationship between 

religion and marriage timing is a promising area for research. Future studies may 

investigate the role of parental religiosity on marriage timing and may include a wider 

age range of respondents to see if these effects are similar beyond age 25. Future research 

may also explore in-depth the meaning of marriage among religious young adults. It 

could be that religious teachings have been able to instill in young people a definition of 

marriage that is more in line with the companionate model of marriage than an 

individualized one. Understanding how religious young adults define marriage could 

shed additional light on why they continue to marry young. 

 Fourth, culture is a significant factor in explaining why young adults do not marry 

early, even when they want to. Most young adults report agreeing with a work-before-

marriage script such that even if they met someone they wanted to marry, they would 

postpone that marriage until they had worked full time for a year. This script is especially 

common among those with fewer economic resources. These findings highlight how 

economic factors and cultural factors are not so easily distinguished. They interact with 

each other, and even constitute one another. Furthermore, it suggests that race and class 

differences in marriage will not be eliminated merely by changing attitudes toward 

marriage among the disadvantaged; many of them already desire to be married. 

 Fifth, marriage is not completely out of the minds of young adults, even those 

who are not married. Only about half of 21-23-year-old women do not want to be 
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married, and even fewer women (38%) ages 24-25 feel the same way. Men are less 

interested in being married, but even 47% of those 24 and older are either married or 

wish that they were. These findings from Chapter 4, much like those from Chapter 2, 

draw into question the pervasiveness of the emerging adult phenomenon. Many young 

adults, especially disadvantaged young adults, do not have the luxury of self-exploration 

nor do they perceive themselves as having limitless possibilities. The findings here are 

more in line with those of sociologists who have studied low-income single women. 

Young adults often do want to be married, but they view it as the capstone to adulthood 

rather than as the foundation. 

 Sixth, on a theoretical level, this study has argued that family demographers need 

not be beholden to rational choice theories of human behavior in order to explain 

demographic events like marriage timing. Terms like “marital decision-making” 

oversimplify how people enter into marriage. Marital “decisions” are often made on a 

visceral level rather than on a cost-benefit balance sheet. To be sure, my analysis here 

does not disprove rational choice theory and some people may make rational decisions 

about whether or not to marry at a given time. This study has offered an alternative 

explanation, however: one that assigns causality to the often taken-for-granted cultural 

schemas that guide human behavior. Mixed methods studies that explore the contexts in 

which people marry, as well as their stated reasons for doing so, could reveal more about 

the processes through which young adults (and adults of all ages, for that matter) enter 

into marriage. 
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 Seventh, early marriage may have some advantages for young adults. If the value 

of contemporary marriage can be quantified by the personal satisfaction and self-

development it brings, as has been argued by Cherlin (2004) and others, early marriage is 

in many respects faring quite well—at least in the short term. Young adults who are 

married are certainly doing no worse psychologically than other young adults, and in 

many cases they are doing much better. They are much more likely to be satisfied with 

their lives. They are proud of themselves and think they are going about things the right 

way. They are far less likely to get drunk. Part of this stems from the relationship stability 

early marriage provides, and perhaps the added benefits of being (re)immersed in a 

religious community. This study has also revealed important distinctions between the 

engaged and unengaged. On most outcomes, married and engaged individuals (whether 

they are cohabiting or not) exhibit similar levels of mental health. The exception to this is 

life satisfaction, where marrieds stand out as the most satisfied (perhaps because the 

engaged find themselves in an in-between stage and are anticipating the heightened 

satisfaction that will accompany marriage). Future research, especially that comparing 

cohabitors to marrieds, should account for the role of engagement. In the case of mental 

health, it appears even the prospect of marriage is good for young adults. Importantly, 

these rather positive findings for early marriage should not be taken as a call to early 

marriage. Early marriage is not without consequence. Indeed, an interesting puzzle left to 

be solved is why early marriers (even including those who have already divorced) who 

are so positive about the way things are going in their life are so prone to marital 

dissolution. Amato and Previti (2003) found that earlier age at marriage is associated with 
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divorce on account of growing apart and being incompatible. It could be that these 

individuals, though happy in the short term, will continue to develop their self-identity 

and fall out of step with their spouse. Whatever the case, echoing Booth and his 

colleagues (2008), it does appear that early marriage has at least some positive benefits 

for young adults.  
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