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 This study examines the transition to marriage among low-income urban mothers 

and fathers who are unmarried and have a newborn baby together.  The study contributes 

to an emerging body of research that explores the concept of obstacles to marriage by 

testing whether obstacles to marriage operate in the way that the descriptive literature has 

proposed: by standing in the way of loving and committed couples who might otherwise 

make a smooth transition to marriage.   

Using survival analysis techniques and data from the Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing Study, and introducing a new measure, the Headed to Marriage Index, the 

study tests the influence that three categories of determinants of marriage — relationship 

quality, investment in the relationship, and guiding values and beliefs — have on how 

long couples with a newborn remain unmarried to each other.  It also determines whether 

and how the association between these determinants of marriage and time to marriage is 
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affected by the presence of three obstacles to marriage: low education, poverty, and 

multiple partner fertility.  

Results show that the Headed to Marriage Index can be used to estimate hazard of 

marriage among these couples, and that as a predictor of marriage behavior, this simple 

index performs nearly as well as the individual components that it comprises.  Results 

also show that low education, being in poverty, and having multiple partner fertility are 

formidable obstacles that might help to explain why some new parents never marry each 

other, even though they report wanting to.  Finally, interaction terms using the Headed to 

Marriage Index and each of the three obstacles to marriage test the hypothesis that the 

extent to which these obstacles to marriage matter might differ depending a couple’s 

score on the Headed to Marriage Index.  The results provided evidence that poverty is an 

obstacle to marriage for couples at all levels of the Headed to Marriage Index, but that its 

effect grows stronger as HMI score increases.  Poverty is a significant barrier to marriage 

for those who are otherwise most prepared and oriented toward marriage.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 
 

Marriage is valued by nearly all Americans (Axinn & Thornton, 2000), yet the 

two biological parent, married family makes up a minority and declining proportion of 

American households (Fields & Casper, 2001).  Americans — particularly African 

Americans and the poor and less educated — are spending less of their lives married than 

at any time since the second World War and large and increasing proportions of children 

are being born outside of marriage.  This change in America family composition reflects 

a major shift in family formation trends over the last several decades, one component of 

which has been the de-linking of marriage and childbearing (Cherlin, 2004; Gibson-Davis, 

2011; Pagnini & Rindfuss, 1993; Smock & Greenland, 2010).  The traditional sequence 

of family building transitions puts marriage before childbearing, but over the past four 

decades, marriage has lost its place as the exclusive setting for reproduction, leaving us 

with a marked decrease in what might be called timely marriages, those that precede 

childbearing.   

The present study focuses on whether and when low-income, unmarried couples 

who have a baby together marry each other over the first five years of the child’s life.  To 

gain a better understanding of the marriage behaviors of unmarried couples with a 

newborn is an important and necessary contribution to our understanding of the changing 

American family.  With the decline in timely marriage and the growth of nonmarital 

childbearing, some social critics have expressed grave concern that Americans are 

becoming less child-centered and are turning away from the institution of marriage 

(Marquardt, 2006).  There is a general consensus among social scientists that being raised 

in a well-functioning family with two, married biological parents is good for children 
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(Amato & Booth, 1997; Brown, 2010; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994; Waldfogel, Craigie, 

& Brooks-Gunn, 2010), and so the declining proportion of such families is seen by some 

as a crisis in need of intervention (Popenoe, 1999; Santorum, 2003).   Policy makers have 

voiced their own concerns about the impact that the decline in timely marriage has on 

society, and they have passed legislation to support and strengthen marriage through 

funding for state-level intervention programs.  For example, the federal Welfare Reform 

Act of 1996 provided incentives for states to reduce their nonmarital pregnancy rates and 

to promote sexual abstinence before marriage, and the 2006 reauthorization of the law 

provided additional funding for states to implement marriage promotion programs, with a 

focus on unmarried parents.  The White House proposal for the latter initiative cites “an 

abundant body of research proving that children raised in households headed by 

continuously married parents fare, on average, better than children growing up in any 

other family structure” (White House news release, 2002). 

If marriage is the more beneficial family form for raising children, why do so 

many parents choose cohabitation or single parenthood over marriage?  The social 

pressure and personal preference to resolve a premarital pregnancy with a quick transition 

to marriage has largely disappeared over the last four decades and couples today are 

much less likely to do so (Akerlof, Yellen, & Katz, 1996; Carlson, McLanahan, & 

England, 2004; Osborne, 2005; Parnell, Swicegood, & Stevens, 1994; Raley, 2001).  Yet 

most unmarried parents with a newborn say they want to get married and are optimistic 

they will do so (Gibson, Edin, & McLanahan, 2005).  A growing body of mostly 

descriptive literature attributes the gap between new parents’ marriage desires and 

realities to various obstacles — such as poor economic prospects, low education, and the 
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complexities of having children by other partners — that prevent or slow down their 

journey along the path to marriage (Bendheim-Thoman Center for Research on Child 

Wellbeing, 2003; Edin & Reed, 2005; Gibson-Davis, 2007).  Very few empirical studies, 

however, have tested the effect of theorized obstacles to marriage on the transition to 

marriage among unmarried couples with a child together. 

This study contributes to the emerging body of research that explores the concept 

of obstacles to marriage by specifically testing whether obstacles to marriage operate in 

the way that the descriptive literature has proposed: by standing in the way of loving and 

committed couples who would otherwise make a smooth transition to marriage.  The 

study will use survival analysis techniques and data from the Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing Study to explore whether and when unmarried couples with a child marry each 

other.  It will introduce a new measure, the Headed to Marriage Index, to test the 

influence that three categories of determinants of marriage — relationship quality, 

investment in the relationship, and guiding values and beliefs — have on how long 

couples with a newborn remain unmarried to each other.  It will also determine whether 

and how the association between these determinants of marriage and time to marriage is 

affected by the presence of three obstacles to marriage: low education, poverty, and 

multiple partner fertility.  Specifically, the study will address the following four research 

questions: 

Research Question 1: What is the shape of the Kaplan-Meier survival curve depicting the 

transition to marriage among a sample of unmarried couples across the first five years 

of their child’s life? 
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Research Question 2: Do relationship quality, investment in the relationship, and guiding 

values and beliefs together predict how long unmarried couples with a newborn 

remain unmarried to each other across the first five years of their child’s life? 

Research Question 3: Does the presence of obstacles to marriage slow the transition to 

marriage among these couples?  

Research Question 4: Do the determinants of marriage and obstacles to marriage interact 

in their effect on time to marriage?  That is, do determinants of marriage moderate the 

relationship between obstacles to marriage and time to marriage? 

 

BACKGROUND AND SIGNIFICANCE 

In the United States today, couples fall in love and create family ties in a very 

different social context than they did in the past.  One hundred years ago or even fifty 

years ago, marriage was nearly universal.  But adults today marry later in young 

adulthood and they spend a smaller proportion of their lives being married; for example, 

the average young woman married at age 20 in 1950, whereas today she marries at age 25 

(Fields, 2004; U.S. Census Bureau, 2004).  Delayed age at marriage within the context of 

liberalized attitudes toward sexuality has changed the experience of young adulthood by 

lengthening the period of time that young people have to settle into adult roles and stable 

relationships, giving them the opportunity to experiment with diverse and fluid living 

arrangements and romantic partnerships (Bianchi & Casper, 2000; Furstenberg, 2010; 

Settersten & Ray, 2010).  Reflecting this is the fact that Americans today are more likely 

than ever to reverse the traditional sequence of family building transitions by living 

together and having children before marrying. Cohabitation has been practiced by an 
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increasing proportion of the U.S. population in the last 40 years (Seltzer, 2000; Smock, 

2000); by the mid-1990s, half of women in their thirties had cohabited at some point 

(Bumpass & Lu, 2000).  In addition to sharing a home before marriage, American 

couples are now more likely to be parents before they marry.  Almost 40% of all U.S. 

births are to unmarried women (Hamilton, Martin, & Ventura, 2007), and substantial and 

increasing proportions of these children start out in cohabiting families (Bumpass & Lu, 

2000; Downs, 2003). 

As a consequence of Americans delaying marriage, having fewer children when 

they do marry, and increasingly bearing children outside marriage, the proportion of 

children living with two parents (or parental figures) in the home has decreased markedly 

(Acs & Nelson, 2003).  Today only about three-quarters of White children and one third 

of Black children live with two adults, whereas in 1970 the proportions were 90% and 

60%, respectively (Mincy & Pouncy, 2003). 

 

Race, socioeconomic status, and family building 

The marked difference between the proportions of Black children and White 

children living with two parents is one result of the divergent family building paths that 

African Americans and Whites have taken since the mid-twentieth century.  Though 

Black women had historically married at younger ages than White women, the 1950s 

ushered in a different pattern and an increasing disparity in age at first marriage, with 

Black women marrying later than White women (Cherlin, 1992).  By the late 1990s, only 

about 15% of Black women age 20 to 24 had married, compared with one third of White 

women this age (Teachman, Tedrow, & Crowder, 2000; see also Bennett, Bloom, & 
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Craig, 1989).  And although the vast majority of White women can expect to have 

married by age 35 to 39, only about 65% of Black women this age have done so, a 

finding that suggests that one in three African American women may in fact never marry  

(Teachman et al., 2000).  Black and White women also differ in their practice of 

nonmarital fertility.  Whereas one quarter of births to White women occurs outside of 

marriage, a much higher proportion of Black births, nearly 70%, are nonmarital 

(Hamilton et al., 2007).  

Family building paths are also divergent for people of higher and lower 

socioeconomic status, which is a different, though not altogether separate, issue from that 

of race and family structure.  It is important to emphasize that the association between 

family structure and race is complex in part because race and socioeconomic status are so 

highly correlated in the United States.  Not only are race and socioeconomic status highly 

correlated, but it is notable that the association between single motherhood and poverty is 

much stronger for Black families than for White families.  Data from the 1990s indicate 

that nearly half of all Black children in single-parent families live in poverty, whereas 

only 20% of White children with single parents are poor (McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994).  

Some scholars have argued that the association between poverty and family structure 

among Black families is causal, with poverty being responsible for the decline in 

marriage and the increase in out-of-wedlock childbearing among African Americans 

(Moynihan, 1965; Wilson, 1987).  More recently, however, family demographers have 

demonstrated that single parenthood is a family structure that was historically common 

among African Americans, and not a modern response to poverty (Ruggles, 1994).  

Single parenthood is not only historically common in Black families, but has been much 
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less common among White families.  Since 1880, the earliest year for which appropriate 

U.S. Census data are available, the percentage of Black children not living in a married, 

two-parent household has been at least twice as high as the percentage for White children 

(Ruggles, 1994).  

There is thus a need to disentangle the concept of socioeconomic status from that 

of race when examining family building patterns.  Socioeconomic status itself is not 

associated with a decreased likelihood of ever marrying (Fein, 2004).  In fact, throughout 

their twenties, economically disadvantaged women and men are more likely to marry 

than those with more economic resources.  This trend is generally interpreted as an 

indicator that more affluent women and men postpone marriage to pursue higher 

education and to launch careers (Goldstein & Kenney, 2001).  Where we do see a 

remarkable disparity in family formation by socioeconomic status is in the sequencing of 

childbearing relative to marriage.  While highly educated couples tend to postpone both 

marriage and childbearing, and to marry before bearing any children, couples with lower 

education are less likely to postpone their childbearing until after marriage (Ellwood & 

Jencks, 2004a).  Census data from 2000 show that about one third of women in the 

bottom third of a distribution of educational attainment who have a child under age one 

live without a husband, while nearly all mothers from the top third of the educational 

distribution with babies that same age live with a husband (Ellwood & Jencks, 2004b).  

 

Attitudes toward Marriage 

 Marriage may have lost its place as the primary context for adult intimacy and 

childbearing, but it has not lost the hearts of the American public.  Although marital 
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unions that are timely and durable remain out of reach for many Americans, hope springs 

eternal, and despite experience, Americans across the social spectrum still want to marry, 

hope to marry, and remain convinced that once married they will stay married (Axinn & 

Thornton, 2000; Glenn, 1996).   

A large body of survey research has firmly established that Americans hold very 

positive attitudes about the institution of marriage.  The most recent nationwide survey of 

American views on marriage (National Fatherhood Initiative, 2005) found that the vast 

majority of people today (88%) believe that marriage should be a lifelong commitment 

and that all things being equal, it is better for children to be raised by a married mother 

and father (89%).   Reflecting this strong pro-marriage social norm, the survey also 

revealed that nearly everyone (94%) believes that divorce is a serious national problem. 

Furthermore, Americans have been fairly consistent in holding these attitudes 

across time.  Reviews covering four decades of data from several national surveys of 

attitudes toward family life reveal no evidence of a dramatic decline in the affection that 

Americans feel for the idea of marriage and no large increase in our preference to remain 

single by choice (Axinn & Thornton, 2000; Thornton, 1989).  As they did in the 1970s, 

the majority of American men and women today believe that married people are happier 

than those who go through life without getting married.   Americans have also remained 

firm over time in their expressed commitment to sexual fidelity and their strong 

disapproval of extramarital affairs.   

African Americans — particularly women — and the poor, for whom timely and 

durable marriages are most elusive, are strong believers in the value of marriage (Tucker, 

2000).  Karney, Garvan, and Thomas (2003) examined attitudes toward marriage among 
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Florida residents and found that unmarried African Americans and Hispanics showed 

more interest in getting married than did unmarried Whites, and people with low incomes 

were more interested in marriage than people with more economic resources.  Recipients 

of TANF were the most likely to desire marriage and to say they planned to marry within 

the next two years.  African Americans were also less open to alternatives to marriage 

than other ethnic groups.  They were less accepting of cohabitation and less willing to 

accept divorce as a solution to an unhappy union.  Other research finds notable 

differences between Black and White men (South, 1993), particularly among low-income 

men (Anderson, 1989, 1990), with Black men being moderately less interested in 

marriage than their White counterparts (South, 1993).   

Though the majority of young Americans still say that having a good marriage is 

“extremely important” to them, surveys reveal that the public has at the same time 

become more open to having children outside of marriage, to postponing marriage, to 

living together with a partner before or outside of marriage, and to choosing divorce as an 

outlet for themselves if a marriage does not turn out as well as expected (Axinn & 

Thornton, 2000; Cherlin, Cross-Barnet, Burton, & Garrett-Peters, 2008; Pagnini & 

Rindfuss, 1993; Thornton, 1995).   

 

The Increase in Nonmarital Fertility 

 
That which has been called a decline in marriage is more accurately described as 

an increase in delayed marriage; as described above, the vast majority of Americans want 

to marry and do in fact marry eventually (Goldstein & Kenney, 2001).  The concern of 

some social critics and policy makers is not so much that people are postponing marriage.  
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Indeed, middle class couples routinely put marriage aside to pursue higher education and 

to launch their careers, and society smiles on them as sensible young people.  What does 

cause concern among many about the postponement of marriage is that we have not seen 

a concomitant postponement of childbearing.  Just as the 1960s and 1970s brought a clear 

separation of childbearing from sex, they also ushered in an increasing separation of 

marriage from childbearing, particularly among the poor and least educated (Ellwood & 

Jencks, 2004a, 2004b).  In the next section, an overview of the increase in nonmarital 

childbearing since the mid-twentieth century and an exploration of how it relates to 

marriage behavior is presented. 

Nonmarital childbearing was rare during World War II, when fewer than 4% of 

American children were born to women who were not married (Ventura & Bachrach, 

2000).  Today, by contrast, nearly 4 in 10 American births occur to unmarried women 

(Hamilton et al., 2007).  This nine fold increase developed steadily and determinedly 

from 1940 to 1994, when the proportion of nonmarital births reached a plateau; since the 

mid-1990s, the increase in the proportion of unmarried births has slowly inched up from 

about 32% to 36% (Hamilton et al., 2007; Martin, Hamilton, Ventura, Menacker, & Park, 

2002).   

This increase in the proportion of births that are to unmarried women is 

attributable both to the fertility behavior of those unmarried women, and to the fertility 

behavior of married women, because as the birth rate for unmarried women has increased 

slightly, the birth rate for married women has declined significantly, especially since the 

1950s (Ventura et al., 1995; Ventura & Bachrach, 2000).  Vital statistics data show that 

the birth rate for unmarried women increased more than six fold from 1940 (when it was 
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7 per 1,000)1 to 2004 (when it was 46 per 1,000), with the rate accelerating during the 

late 1970s through the 1980s2 (Hamilton et al., 2007; Martin et al., 2002; Ventura & 

Bachrach, 2000).  Since 1980, as the birth rate for unmarried women was increasing, the 

birth rate for married women was declining, falling from 97 per 1,000 in 1980 to 89 per 

1,000 in 2000.  The increase in births to unmarried women is also a reflection of a change 

in marriage behavior over the decades.  The rise in nonmarital fertility corresponds to 

substantial declines since the 1960s in the proportion of couples who legitimate a 

nonmarital pregnancy by marrying before the child’s birth (Parnell, Swicegood, & 

Stevens, 1994). 

 

Who Has Children Without Being Married? 

Women of all childbearing age groups and all predominant race and ethnic groups 

are increasingly having children while they are unmarried (Ventura et al., 1995; Ventura 

& Bachrach, 2000) and childbearing by unmarried women is currently at a record high 

level (Hamilton et al., 2007).  Still, unmarried childbearing is more common among 

younger women, African Americans, and poorer and less educated women than it is 

among older women, White women, and those with more education and resources.  One 

of the most notable changes in nonmarital childbearing over the last thirty years has been 

the decline in teenage childbearing.  Whereas half of all nonmarital births in 1970 were to 

teenage mothers, today the proportion is 1 in 4 (Martin et al., 2006; Ventura & Bachrach, 

2000).  In part, this decline is due to the rather dramatic decrease in the birth rate of 

                                                 
1 Birth rates calculated as births to unmarried or married women per 1,000 married or unmarried women, 
respectively, age 15-44 years. 
2 For unmarried women age 20 to 39, birth rates increased between 1940 and 1960, but then decreased until 
the mid-1970s (Ventura, Bachrach, Hill, Kaye, Holcomb, & Koff, 1995). 
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unmarried teens from the early-1990s until 2004, when it reached a record low (40.4 per 

1,000) (Hamilton et al., 2007; Schelar, Franzetta, & Manlove, 2008).  As teenagers 

became less likely to have children, the propensity for unmarried women in their twenties 

to do so increased and today the unmarried birth rate is highest for women age 20-24 (73 

per 1,000); the rate for unmarried women age 25-29 years is 69 per 1,000 (Martin et al., 

2006).  Women in their twenties bear 59% of the children born outside of marriage, while 

women in their thirties contribute 15%. 

A necessary distinction to be made here is that between nonmarital first births and 

all nonmarital births.  The proportion of first births that are nonmarital is 43% (Martin et 

al., 2006).  Wu, Bumpass, and Musick (2001) attribute the modern increase in nonmarital 

fertility primarily to increases in nonmarital first births, and teenagers do still account for 

the majority of these births.  Their analysis of Census and vital statistics data reveals an 

important age disparity between unmarried women and married women at first birth.  

Women who have their first child while they are unmarried are on average seven years 

younger than women who are already married when they first give birth; in 1995, the 

mean age at which married women gave birth to their first child was 28, while the 

average unmarried woman who gave birth first did so at age 21.  Thus, in terms of life 

course transitions, women who have their first child while unmarried differ from other 

new mothers not only in their marital status, but also in the fact that they are usually 

much younger than their counterparts when they make the initial passage into 

motherhood. 

 Race is another factor in nonmarital childbearing in the U.S., with nonmarital 

births being more common among African Americans and Hispanics than among Whites.  
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The odds of a nonmarital birth for African Americans and Hispanics are about twice the 

odds for Whites (Manning, 2001).  The vast majority of African American infants (seven 

out of ten) are born to unmarried mothers, while for White infants the proportion is one in 

five (Ventura & Bachrach, 2000).  The proportions for first births are even higher, with 

4/5 of Black and 1/3 of White first births in the 1990s being nonmarital (Wu et al., 2001).  

It is also more likely that Hispanic and African American women will plan or intend to 

become pregnant outside of marriage than will White women (Musick, 2002).  The race 

disparity in nonmarital childbearing is, however, decreasing, because the birth rate for 

unmarried White women more than doubled from 1980 and leveled off in the late 1990s, 

while the rate for unmarried Black women peaked in 1989 and thereafter dropped sharply 

(Ventura & Bachrach, 2000).  Whereas in 1970 the birth rate for unmarried Black women 

was nearly seven times greater than the rate for unmarried White women, the gap has 

narrowed and Black women today have twice as high a rate (73 per 1,000) as White 

women (38 per 1,000).  Still, White women bear the majority of nonmarital births in the 

country. 

 Socioeconomic status is another important determinant of nonmarital childbearing, 

with unwed first births being concentrated among those with less education and lower 

earnings capacity.  A woman’s education level is a strong predictor of nonmarital fertility 

(Aassve, 2003; Amato et al., 2008; Lundberg & Plotnick, 1995), with over 95% of the 

nation’s nonmarital births occurring to women without college degrees (Musick, 2002).  

Just over half of the births to women without a high school diploma are nonmarital (Dye, 

2005), reflecting both the higher propensity of low-education women to have nonmarital 

births and the decreased likelihood of a girl finishing school once she becomes a mother 
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(Klepinger, Lundberg, & Plotnick, 1995; Upchurch, Lillard, & Panis, 2002).  Higher 

education decreases the likelihood of having a child outside of marriage for women of all 

races and ethnicities, and the effect of education is particularly strong among Whites 

(Musick, 2002).  In a related effect, being low income or in poverty increases the 

likelihood of an unwed birth (Bumpass & McLanahan, 1989; Driscoll et al., 1999).  

Women with higher earnings potential are less likely to have their first child outside of 

marriage, an effect that is usually interpreted to mean that these women perceive the 

opportunity costs of nonmarital childbearing to be prohibitively high, whereas women 

with fewer opportunities on their horizon do not (Aassve, 2003; Edin & Kefalas, 2005; 

Lundberg & Plotnick, 1995).  Not only do higher SES women intend to have fewer births 

outside of marriage, but they are also generally more likely to effectively avoid 

unintended pregnancy through more consistent use of contraceptive (Henshaw, 1998).  

Another dimension of the profile of women who have children outside of 

marriage is that a significant and growing proportion of them are living with and 

romantically partnered with their baby’s father when the child is born (Raley, 2001; 

Sigle-Rushton & McLanahan, 2002; Smock & Manning, 2004).  Forty percent of 

nonmarital births in the United States occur to cohabiting couples (Bumpass & Lu, 2000), 

and so unmarried childbearing is not necessarily the same thing as single motherhood, at 

least not at the time of birth (see Graefe & Lichter, 1999; Wu et al., 2001).  The increase 

in the proportion of children born to couples who are living together has been so great, in 

fact, that in an analysis of data from the National Survey of Families and Households 

(NSFH) and the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), Bumpass and Lu (2000) 
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conclude that it accounts for almost all of the overall increase in nonmarital childbearing 

since the 1980s. 

Cohabitation increases the rate of nonmarital pregnancy (Loomis & Landale, 

1994; Manning & Landale, 1996; Musick, 2006), and it seems to do so through both 

biological and social influences.  Unmarried women who are living with their partner are 

less likely to bear a child than are married women, but they are more likely to do so than 

never-married women who are not cohabiting (Dye, 2005).  Living together with a 

partner increases sexual contact, a proximate determinant of fertility3, and it provides a 

domestic nest for childbearing that many women find to be an acceptable alternative to 

marriage (Musick, 2002).  Over half of pregnancies during cohabitation are intended 

pregnancies (Manning, 2001), and cohabitation has a stronger positive effect on intended 

conception than on unintended conception, which suggests that cohabitation not only puts 

women at greater risk for pregnancy through increased exposure to sex, but also that it 

has a pro-natalist effect on women’s conscious fertility decisions (Musick 2002; see also 

Sweeney, 2010; Zabin, Huggins, Emerson, & Cullins, 2000).  

Here again there are notable differences by race and ethnicity.   While the 

proportion of births to cohabiting couples has risen sharply for Whites, nonmarital births 

for Blacks are increasingly less likely to be within a cohabiting union.  Half of nonmarital 

White and Hispanic births are to couples that live together, but the proportion for African 

Americans is less than 1 out of 5, meaning that the remaining 4 out of 5 African 

American births are to mothers who are not living with their partner (Bumpass & Lu, 

                                                 
3 The proximate determinants of fertility are biological and behavioral factors that directly influence 
fertility.  They are generally agreed to be: age of entry into sexual union/marriage; onset of permanent 
sterility; postpartum infecundability; spontaneous intrauterine mortality; sexual frequency; use and 
effectiveness of contraception; and induced abortion.  See Bongaarts & Potter, 1983. 
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2000).  Among cohabiting women, Hispanics are the most likely to conceive and bear 

children, while non-Hispanic Whites are the least likely to do so, and African Americans 

fall in between (Manning, 2001).  Cohabiting Hispanic women are also more likely for 

their pregnancy to be intended; two-thirds of cohabiting Hispanic women who become 

pregnant did so intentionally, while the proportions are 56% for African American 

women and 51% for White women. 

The dramatic increase in nonmarital childbearing and the public interest in 

promoting healthy, stable families make a compelling case for increasing our 

understanding of why some couples marry in response to a nonmarital birth, while others 

do not.  The following chapter presents a review of the theoretical and empirical literature 

on marriage and on the transition to marriage after childbearing, which serve as the 

foundation for the present study.   
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Chapter 2:  Literature Review 

 
This study rests on a foundation of theory and research on the factors that are 

associated with marriage and the conditions that appear to be hospitable to marriage. In 

this chapter, the theoretical base for the study is presented and the relevant empirical 

literature that has preceded it is reviewed.  The discussion begins with an overview of the 

theoretical perspectives on marriage that guide the present study. 

THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE ORIGINS, ESSENCE, AND FUNCTION OF 

MARRIAGE 

Marriage is at once an economic contract between partners and an important 

social expression of their love and commitment.  In contemporary society, however, the 

social norms that once enforced marriage have weakened and marriage has lost the place 

it once held as the exclusive setting for the organization of many social and exchange 

activities, including reproduction and the gendered division of labor (Cherlin, 2004).  

Because the satisfaction of these human needs is no longer the core purpose of marriage, 

scholars have argued that we have witnessed a “fundamental transformation in the 

meaning we place on marriage” (Axinn & Thornton, 2000, p. 150; see also Burgess, 

1945).  Why has marriage become, as Cherlin (2004) writes, “a choice rather than a 

necessity for adults who want intimacy, companionship, and children” (p. 853)?  To 

consider this question, it may help to first take a brief glance back in human history to 

remind us of the primary function of the intimate union that became known as marriage:  

men and women originally came together in pairs for the creation, care, and feeding of 

offspring. 
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The Origins of Marriage: The Sexual Contract 

Anthropologist Helen Fisher (1982, 1992) paints a vivid picture of the evolution 

of female sexuality, the emergence of pair bonding, and the origins of the nuclear family 

among our early ancestors more than 4 million years ago.  Fischer explains that as our 

female ancestors gradually evolved to have the ability and interest in having sex 

throughout the month, rather than only during a period of estrus, and in resuming sexual 

activity sooner after childbirth, sexuality played a new role in the pre-human story.  

Females began to bear children more frequently and often to have more than one child to 

care for at a time and they therefore found it advantageous to enlist the males in the group 

to help protect and feed their helpless young to ensure their survival.  As Fisher (1982) 

describes it, “those females with a slight ability to sustain a bonding relationship — by 

exchanging sex and vegetables for meat and protection — lived” (p. 221).  Females with 

this ability attracted closer and more sustained attention from mates and had more 

protection and food for themselves and their young.  They were therefore healthier, more 

likely to safely raise their infants, and thus to pass on their genes, and gradually natural 

selection favored this propensity for pair-bonding.   

The modern American pair-bond is now something more complex than the 

simplest exchange of sex for protection and help in raising infants, yet the relationship 

between husbands and wives is still today, at its core, “a contract, a commitment made 

between individuals to accept mutual duties, obligations, and responsibilities” (Fisher, 

1982, p. 222).  And 4 million years later, the contract between the sexes still exists in 

service to the primal human desire to mate and reproduce.   
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The Essence of Marriage: A Committed, Romantic Relationship 

 Social psychologists say that the human desire to mate and form intimate 

relationships is the adhesive that attracts and binds couples together; thus, committed 

romantic attachment lies at the heart of social psychological theories of marriage.  Huston 

(2000) proposes an ecological framework that will serve as a guide for the following 

discussion of theoretical explanations for the development of committed, romantic 

relationships that may lead to marriage.  This framework emphasizes three broad levels 

of influence on marriage behavior: the individual spouses, the marriage relationship, and 

the society. 

 Huston (2000), drawing attention first to how marriage behavior may be affected 

by the individual partners in a relationship, writes, “Husbands and wives bring stable, 

physical, and psychological attributes to marriage that bear upon how they behave and 

what they seek from each other” (pp. 308-309).  If we think about marriage behavior at 

this level of analysis as it pertains to the present study, we can identify individual traits 

and characteristics that may affect whether and when a couple will marry each other after 

the birth of child.  Among such individual attributes are personal beliefs and attitudes 

about marriage, which may play a role in shaping individuals’ decisions about whether 

and when to marry their partner following the birth of a child.  For example, individuals 

who hold conservative religious beliefs that emphasize family togetherness and proscribe 

nonmarital sexuality may be motivated to make a quick transition to marriage in response 

to nonmarital pregnancy, whereas individuals with more liberal attitudes toward family 

formation may feel less urgency to tie the knot (Cochran & Beeghley, 1991; DeLamater, 

1981).  Another set of personal qualities that may affect the transition to marriage are 
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individuals’ private evaluations of how invested they are in their relationships, and their 

personal feelings about how well their partners are meeting their expectations.  These are 

theoretically important determinants of how people feel about continuing a relationship 

and deepening their commitment to their partner (Rusbult, 1983; Rusbult, Martz, & 

Agnew 1998; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).   

A second level of analysis in Huston’s framework is the couple and their social 

network.  Marriage behavior may be influenced by such factors as the amount or quality 

of time a couple spends together, the effectiveness and content of their conversations, 

their emotive behaviors and responses, and the presence of other people in their joint 

social network.  For example, in relation to the transition to marriage, the amount of 

affection and conflict that mark a relationship and the extent to which partners 

communicate effectively with each other can be strong determinants of a relationship’s 

future (Gottman, 1994; Huston, 1994; Huston & Chorost, 1994; Huston & Melz, 2004).  

Kin, friends, and other members of a dyad’s social network can also play a key role in 

facilitating or hindering a couple’s transition to marriage.  For instance, relationships can 

be undermined by infidelity or by a partner’s continued relationship with the mother or 

father of his or her other children (Carlson & Furstenberg, 2006; Meyer, Cancian, & 

Cook, 2005).  The social network’s opinion about a couple and about their readiness for 

marriage may also be a powerful influence.  Based on her qualitative work with low-

income single mothers, Edin (2000) proposes that women avoid marrying partners who 

don’t make the grade, even if they love them, because marriage announces ones “current 

and prospective class standing” and family and neighbors might interpret a poor catch as 

evidence that “he was the best she could do” (p. 120).  Additionally, as it pertains to the 
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present study, a child born to an unmarried couple becomes a third party in the 

relationship and may shape its course by rearranging the family system and disrupting 

established roles, and by temporarily decreasing the couple’s leisure time and relationship 

satisfaction (Claxton & Perry-Jenkins, 2008; Dew & Wilcox, 2011; Huston & Holmes, 

2004; Kluwer & Johnson, 2007; Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003).   

Finally, Huston’s framework directs us to considerations of how marriage 

behavior is influenced by the society and the physical environment in which it takes place.   

Marriage is shaped by and reflects its social and cultural context, including such 

influences as belief systems, laws, social norms, and notions about proper gender roles 

and behaviors, as well as by the particulars of the local environment in which a couple 

lives day-to-day.  As it pertains to the present study, we can identify macro-level factors 

that may affect whether and when a couple marries each other after the birth of child.  For 

example, as American society has grown more accepting of premarital sex and 

cohabitation and less disapproving of couples having children before marriage (Axinn 

and Thornton, 2000), the social pressure to “legitimate” a nonmarital pregnancy with 

marriage has all but disappeared (Akerlof et al., 1996; Thornton, 1995).  This may be 

particularly the case in low-income communities where nonmarital childbearing is 

normative and young mothers gain respect for their fertility and their maternal status, 

regardless of their marital status (Edin & Kefalas, 2005).  Secondly, notions about gender 

roles, including society’s lingering expectation that men should play the role of family 

breadwinner, can determine whether and when a young man is deemed “marriageable.”  

Finally, poverty, economic hardship, and distressed neighborhoods are important 

contextual influences on the development and maintenance of intimate relationships 
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(Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, & Aber, 1997; Cherlin, Burton, Hurt, & Purvin, 2004; Conger et 

al., 1990; Conger, Reuter, & Elder, 1999; Cutrona et al., 2003; Duncan, 1995; Mistry, 

Lowe, Benner, & Chien, 2008).  

 

The Function of Marriage: Access to a Mate’s Resources 

The desire for children remains strong for many Americans, driven as it is by 

biological predispositions, social norms, and personal preferences (Morgan & Berkowitz 

King, 2001; Schoen, Kim, Nathanson, Fields, & Astone, 1997), yet the socio-biological 

perspective on the function of marriage no longer fits the data as well as it once did.  The 

essential connection between childbearing and socially-recognized, committed pair-

bonding (i.e. marriage) has been broken for a significant and increasing proportion of 

society.  As a result, more and more women are going on to bear children without a long-

term contract, such as marriage, that would promise that their mate’s various resources, 

including protection, wages, and companionship, would remain available to them and 

their children over time.   

Access to a mate’s resources lies at the heart of economic and sociological 

theories of marriage, which describe couples as exchanging (Becker, 1981; Parsons & 

Bales, 1955), pooling (Oppenheimer, 1997, 2000), or bargaining over (Cherlin, 2000; 

Lundberg & Pollak, 1993, 1996) their human, physical, economic, and social capital in 

the creation of a family.  Economists and sociologists propose that under certain 

economic conditions hinging on women’s economic independence and men’s wages, 

marriage should be more or less desirable to modern day couples.  The following is a 
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brief overview of how resources may determine whether and when couples make the 

transition to marriage. 

Women’s economic independence   

 
One explanation for marriage behavior focuses on the most basic form of the 

sexual contract: the gendered division of labor or, again as Fisher (1982) phrased it, the 

exchange of “sex and vegetables for meat and protection” (p. 221).  This perspective on 

marriage is rooted in the traditional and ideal Victorian domestic arrangement in which 

there are sex-differentiated productive roles for husbands and wives, with men playing 

the role of breadwinner (see Coontz, 2005).  This contract was considered essential to 

American marriage; indeed sociologist Talcott Parsons (1949) argued that it was a 

functional necessity for the success of marriage and the stability of society. 

The decline of sex-segregation in the marital union and the rise of women’s 

economic independence play an important role in economist Gary Becker’s (1981) ideas 

about why people marry or stay married.  Becker developed an economic theory of the 

family that is based on two principles.  The first is that the voluntary choice of marriage 

is an expression of individual preference, and therefore an indication that a bride and 

groom expect to raise their well-being above what it would be if they remained unmarried.  

The second principle is that the competitive pursuit of mates creates a marriage market, 

with men and women seeking the best possible mates available to them within market 

conditions.  Becker argued that for any given couple, the conclusion that marriage is 

more beneficial to them than remaining single will be positively related to their total 

incomes, the relative difference between their wage rates, and their possession of such 

non-market qualities as human capital and attractiveness.  Becker argued that these 
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conditions will result in marriages in which spouses tend to be similar to each other on 

many personal traits and qualities such as education level, race, intelligence, and physical 

fitness and attractiveness — a situation known as assortative mating —  and in which 

there tends to be disparity between husbands and wives in their wage rates.   

This latter argument — that the greater the disparity between spouses’ wage rates, 

the more efficient the practice of marriage will be, and therefore the more likely the 

couple will be to choose marriage or to remain married — is the point that scholars most 

often identify as the core of Becker’s theory of marriage.  The typical American husband 

has higher earnings than his wife, and the typical American wife is more productive than 

her husband at childrearing and domestic management, and Becker posits that this 

reflects an efficient division of labor.  Becker argues that couples maximize their family 

utility when they follow each spouse’s comparative advantage, with men having the 

advantage earning wages in the marketplace and women having the advantage in the 

household sector4.  As Becker puts it, “Women have traditionally relied on men for 

provision of food, shelter, and protection, and men have traditionally relied on women for 

the bearing and rearing of children and the maintenance of the home” (p. 43).  When men 

and women specialize their time and effort in this way, it suggests that they are dependent 

on each other.  Thus, women, having been specialized to family work, demand 

contractual rather than informal relationships with men to ensure that their men — and 

the wages and protection they provide — will remain available to them over time.  This 

sexual contract is known as marriage.  To the extent that a husband’s wage-earning 

                                                 
4 Becker argues that this sexual division of labor originates from specialized investments and time 
allocation together with biological differences in comparative advantage between the sexes. 
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capacity exceeds that of his wife’s, Becker’s theory predicts that this domestic 

arrangement will be efficient and pleasing to both spouses.  But decreasing discrepancies 

between husbands’ and wives’ wage rates will make this marriage contract, rooted as it is 

in the gendered division of labor, a less efficient arrangement and therefore a less 

sensible and appealing choice, particularly for women. 

Becker’s model predicts that marriage will be a less common behavior as 

women’s participation in the labor force increases.  And, indeed, this has been the 

aggregate pattern that we have seen at the national level over the last several decades 

(Cherlin, 1992; Cherlin 2000).  At the individual level, however, Becker’s model doesn’t 

fare so well.  Becker’s explanation should hold up at the individual level, because it 

predicts that as women gain greater direct access to market resources and the income 

differential between husbands and wives shrinks, women will conclude that an exchange 

with men that is rooted in a gendered division of labor is a less necessary and desirable 

choice for them.  But in contradiction to Becker’s prediction, there is no net negative 

effect of women’s employment on their chance of marriage, and in fact women’s 

educational attainment — an indicator of their earnings potential — is positively related 

to marriage (Goldstein & Kenney, 2001). 

Men’s wages   

Part of the problem with Becker’s argument, says sociologist Valerie Kincaid 

Oppenheimer (1994, 1997), is that his model is meant to explain whether people will 

marry, not when they will marry.  Though lifetime non-marriage has certainly increased 

in the last five decades, particularly among African Americans (Goldstein & Kenney, 

2001; Teachman et al., 2000), it is later age at marriage and a retreat from timely 
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marriages (again, those contracted before childbearing rather than after) that is affecting 

the widest swath of American women.  Oppenheimer points out that delayed marriage is 

not explained by a framework such as Becker’s, which argues that the gains to marriage 

are decreasing and marriage is becoming less attractive overall. 

Oppenheimer proposes a different explanation instead.  She suggests that in a 

sense the supply of marriage is decreasing for women, as opposed to Becker’s position 

that the demand for marriage is decreasing.  Oppenheimer concurs that wages are a major 

explanation for the retreat from marriage, but she says that Becker’s focus on women’s 

economic independence is misplaced, and that instead it is men’s wages that we should 

be looking at for an explanation.  Reviewing demographic trends and multivariate 

analyses of the transition to marriage, Oppenheimer concludes that the declining 

economic position of men since the 1970s has left a significant proportion of young 

American men unprepared to make the transition to an adult economic role, which has 

long been the socially-recognized prerequisite to marriage.  This, more so than increased 

women’s economic independence from their men, combined with the fact that increasing 

proportions of young people are pursuing higher education, she argues, underlies the 

delayed age at marriage we see today. 

The notion that men’s economic position is particularly important for 

understanding the decline in marriage is shared by sociologist William Julius Wilson 

(1987), who emphasizes the relationship between poverty and family structure among 

urban African Americans.  Wilson attributes the low marriage rates among African 

Americans to a dearth of wage-earning, marriageable African American men and argues 

that this was in large part a result of the flight of manufacturing jobs from central cities 
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beginning in the 1970s.  Wilson considers the ratio of employed men to women5 as a 

rough “marriageable pool index,” a reflection of the pool of available partners for women.  

His data show that while the ratio increased or held fairly steady for Whites in their late 

teens and early twenties from the mid-1950s through the early 1980s, the ratio decreased 

for non-Whites of that same age across those same years.  And at all ages, the ratio has 

been lower for non-Whites than for Whites since the 1970s.   

Wilson argues that male joblessness has left the last couple generations of Black 

women — and not White women — with a shrinking pool of available mates, since 

economic productivity and stability are considered minimal characteristics for 

marriageability.  When Wilson presented this explanation, he reported 1980 Census data 

showing that about 45% of Black women ages 25-44 were in intact marriages, as 

compared with three-quarters of White women.  Since then, the proportion of Black 

women in that age range who are married6 has slipped even further, to 35% (Fields, 

2004). 

At the foundation of both Wilson’s and Oppenheimer’s explanations for the 

decline in marriage is the social norm that the successful transition to an adult economic 

role, and the maintenance of that standing, signals that a man is ready and able to take on 

the responsibilities of providing for a spouse and family.  The two scholars differ, 

however, in one important respect.  Wilson’s pool of marriageable men comprises those 

who are employed and not incarcerated.  Because he focuses on trends in joblessness, and 

because the ratio of employed men to women has been lower and declining for Blacks as 

                                                 
5 Of the same race and age group 
6 Married with spouse present in the home 
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compared with Whites, he concludes that a small pool of marriageable men is primarily 

an African American problem.  Oppenheimer disagrees and observes that by setting a 

threshold for marriageability, Wilson has incorrectly conceptualized marriageability as a 

dichotomous phenomenon:  a man is in the pool of marriageable men if employed and 

not incarcerated, and out of the pool otherwise.  Oppenheimer argues instead that there 

are gradients of marriageability along the socioeconomic spectrum, with better educated 

and higher income women and communities setting the bar for men’s marriageability 

higher than at them simply being employed.  From this perspective, men’s wages — 

which have declined for both Whites and Blacks — may yet be an explanation for the 

decline in marriage among Whites as well as among African Americans, and one that can 

explain both non-marriage and delayed marriage. 

 

PRIOR RESEARCH: WHAT INFLUENCES THE TRANSITION TO MARRIAGE AFTER A 

BIRTH?  

Theoretically there are reasons to believe that a pregnancy or birth before 

marriage would affect whether and when a couple would subsequently marry each other.  

Nonmarital pregnancy might hasten marriage between two people who are already 

committed to each other and who had expected to eventually marry anyway, or it might 

introduce a crisis that tears apart a fragile relationship.  In practice, few lower-income 

couples actually marry each other before their child’s first birthday (Osborne, 2005; 

Carlson, McLanahan, & England 2004).  Prior research has shown that some factors tend 

to move couples along the path to marriage, while other factors tend to stand in their way.  

Guided by the theoretical perspectives described above, a body of emerging research is 
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beginning to clarify why it is that some unmarried couples with a child together will 

eventually marry each other, while others will not.  The following is a review of the 

major social, emotional, and economic determinants of marriage and obstacles to 

marriage that have been tested in empirical studies of low-income couples and those with 

a nonmarital birth.  

 

Determinants of Marriage 

Demographic factors 

There are clear differences by race and ethnicity in the likelihood of marriage in 

response to nonmarital pregnancy, with White women being more likely to wed than are 

Hispanic and Black women (Brien, 1997; Carlson et al., 2004; Raley, 2001; Upchurch et 

al., 2002).  Black women are particularly unlikely to make the transition to marriage.  

Data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study reveal that urban Whites and 

Hispanics are 2.5 times more likely than urban Blacks to marry in the year following a 

nonmarital birth (Harknett & McLanahan, 2004).  Early 1990s data from the NSFG show 

that only 2% of single Black women and 8% of cohabiting Black women who became 

pregnant married before their baby was born, whereas 16% of single and over 1/3 of 

cohabiting White expectant mothers did so (Raley, 2001).  These data reveal that the 

effect of race on marriage after childbearing depends in part on a couple’s relationship 

status; the race effect is stronger among unmarried couples who are not living together 

than it is among cohabitors.  Osborne (2005) also finds this pattern in the more current 

data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study.  This trend is attributed to 
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cultural differences in the meaning of cohabitation as a family form (Manning, 1993, 

2001), a matter discussed in greater detail below.   

An unmarried woman’s age at the birth of her child is another demographic factor 

that is associated with whether or not nonmarital pregnancy leads to marriage, but its 

effect is linked to race and cohabitation status.  Among Whites, though not among Blacks 

and Hispanics, unmarried women who are teenagers when they give birth marry more 

quickly after the birth than do women who are older when they give birth (Graefe & 

Lichter, 2002).  And among White women in their twenties, cohabitation increases the 

likelihood of marriage following a birth, yet cohabitation does not seem to have this 

effect among White teenagers or among Black women (Manning, 1993). 

The sex of the child may also influence marriage decisions.  For women sons may 

increase the value of having a husband to serve as a role model and disciplinarian, and 

indeed Lundberg and Rose (2003) find that the birth of a son hastens the transition to 

marriage for never-married women, particularly when she is marrying the child’s father.    

Guiding values and beliefs 

 The way people think and feel about relationships and marriage provides a 

context within which they make decisions about their own family building (Thornton, 

1989, 1995).  Previous research has examined how partners’ religious commitment and 

their attitudes toward marriage, gender roles, and the trustworthiness of the opposite sex 

are related to marriage behavior.  First, general attitudes about the desirability and 

importance of marriage are captured in national surveys by the extent to which 

respondents agree or disagree with statements such as, “It’s better for a person to get 

married than to go through life being single,” or, “All in all, there are more advantages to 
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being single than to being married” (for an overview see Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 

2001).  Several recent studies have incorporated measures of marriage attitudes into 

analyses of the marital behavior of low-income couples with children.  In studies using 

the Fragile Families data, researchers commonly use pro-marriage attitudes, captured by 

averaging respondents’ scores across two or more attitudinal items, as one of the 

predictors of whether couples marry each other.  Carlson et al. (2004) find that positive 

attitudes toward marriage increase the chance of marriage in the first year following a 

child’s birth, with women’s attitudes having a stronger pro-marriage effect than men’s.  

The effect is echoed in Harknett and McLanahan’s (2004) study of race and ethnic 

differences in marriage behavior, but with a paradoxical twist.  They find that mothers 

with pro-marriage attitudes are more likely to marry, but that race difference in marriage 

cannot be attributed to differences in attitudes.  Indeed, African American mothers in the 

sample hold the strongest pro-marriage attitudes yet marry least.  Osborne (2005) 

hypothesizes that the predictors of marriage for cohabiting couples might differ from 

those for couples that do not live together, yet finds no significant relationship between 

attitudes and marriage behavior for either type of couple. 

Religiosity and participation in a church community can shape feelings about the 

importance of family and the sacredness of marriage and increase the stability of unions 

(Atkins & Kessel, 2008; Bumpass 2002; Pearce & Thornton, 2007; Thornton, Axinn, & 

Hill, 1992; Wilcox, 2006).  Studies of the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing data 

show that unmarried mothers who attend religious services frequently are significantly 

more likely that those who don’t to marry in the year following their child’s birth 

(Carlson et al., 2004; Osborne, 2005; Wilcox & Wolfinger, 2007).   
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Another category of attitudes comprise people’s feeling about the traditional 

gender roles of marriage, with the husband as breadwinner and the wife as homemaker.  

These are often assessed through agree/disagree statements such as, “The husband should 

make all the important decisions in the family,” or, “It is better for everyone if the man 

earns the main living and the woman takes care of the home and family” (Thornton and 

Young-DeMarco, 2001).  Data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 

indicate that unmarried mothers who hold such views are more likely to expect to marry 

their partner than those who do not (Waller & McLanahan, 2005), yet are no more likely 

to do so (Carlson et al., 2004).  The extent to which traditional views actually move a 

couple toward marriage may depend on whether one expects to actually be able to have 

such an arrangement with a partner.  For a woman, the realization of this domestic 

arrangement hinges on her partner’s readiness and ability to serve as a breadwinner, and 

so the effect of such attitudes on the actual transition to marriage may depend on men’s 

human capital and employment status.   Yet qualitative research reveals that when low-

income women value traditional gender roles, they may at the same time feel a strong 

commitment to establishing their own economic foundation and a level of financial 

independence from their partners as a way of securing their own and their children’s 

future in the case of eventual separation (Edin & Kefalas, 2005).  Thus, even if a woman 

values a traditional arrangement and has a partner who can offer her one, her transition to 

marriage might further depend on her first feeling that she could take care of herself 

financially if needed.  This may be especially the case among African American women, 

who employ more traditional criteria when selecting potential husbands and who place 

more importance on whether their partnerships will be economically viable (Bulcroft & 
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Bulcroft, 1993).  (The effect of human capital on the transition to marriage is discussed in 

more detail later in this section.) 

Finally, beliefs that women and men hold about the general trustworthiness of 

members of the opposite sex may promote or hinder the transition to marriage.  Current 

qualitative research reveals that among low-income, unmarried couples with children, 

high levels of sexual mistrust are at the heart of relationship problems that may deter 

marriage (Burton, Cherlin, Winn, Estacion, Holder-Taylor, 2009; Edin, 2000; Edin et al., 

2003).  Studies using the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing data find that couples in 

which the woman thinks men cannot be trusted are less likely to expect to marry (Waller 

& McLanahan, 2005), less likely to move in together (Bzostek, Carlson, & McLanahan, 

2007), and less likely actually to marry (Carlson et al., 2004; Harknett & McLanahan, 

2004) in the early years after the birth of their child. 

Dyadic processes 

Relationship quality and the extent of investment in a relationship are strongly 

associated with whether unmarried couples remain together and deepen their commitment 

to each other through marriage.  The quality of a relationship is defined by its cognitive, 

behavioral and affective dimensions (Proulx, Helms, & Buehler, 2007), including 

expressions of love and affection, interpersonal tensions and conflict, cohesion and 

togetherness, and degree of agreement on issues that are important for the smooth 

functioning of the relationship (Spanier, 1976).  Relationships are marked by a mix of 

both affection and antagonism, two aspects of marital quality that are distinct from each 

other and not highly correlated (Caughlin & Huston, 2006; Johnson, White, Edwards, & 

Booth, 1986).  The positive and negative aspects of interpersonal romantic relationships 
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coexist and together create an “emotional climate” that helps to determine the stability 

and trajectory of relationships (Caughlin & Huston, 2006). 

The fact that positive affect and behaviors, such as affection, and negative affect 

and behaviors, such as conflict, are conceptually distinct means that relationship quality 

cannot be measured on a continuum from warm to adversarial.  Couples can be high in 

tenderness and affection and yet also be highly conflictual, and studies have shown that 

these positive and negative aspects of relationship quality are distinct determinants of 

marriage.  Warmth and supportiveness tend to promote the transition to marriage 

(Carlson et al., 2004; Harknett & McLanahan, 2004; Osborne, 2005; Waller & 

McLanahan, 2005), while conflict and violence tend to derail it (Brown, 2000; Carlson et 

al., 2004; Harknett & McLanahan, 2004; Osborne, 2005; Osborne, Manning, & Smock, 

2007; Waller & McLanahan, 2005). 

The investments that couples make in their relationship are another category of 

dyadic processes that may influence the likelihood of marriage after a non-marital birth.  

Couples vary in the extent to which their lives are intertwined and couples may increase 

their interdependence as their commitment to each other grows (Huston & Burgess, 1979; 

Surra, Hughes, & Jacquet, 1999).  Previous studies of the transition to marriage after non-

marital childbearing have used several markers of relationship investment as predictors of 

marriage.   

First, one of the most visible indicators of investment in a relationship is 

cohabitation.  Among unmarried couples, those who are living together are particularly 

likely to expedite wedding plans when they discover they are expecting, and cohabitation 

has become a vital determinant of whether or not unmarried new parents will marry one 
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another (Carlson et al., 2004; Manning & Smock, 1995).  Increasing proportions of 

nonmarital births are to couples who are already living together; about half of all births to 

unmarried White and Hispanic women and about one in five births to unmarried Black 

women occur while the mothers are living with their baby’s father (Bumpass & Lu, 2000).  

Among some of these groups, cohabitation increases the likelihood that a couple will 

marry each other if they have a child together.  In particular, when a White pregnant 

woman lives together with the father of her child, it positively influences the chances that 

she will marry him, but this effect is not found for African American women (Manning & 

Landale, 1996). 

This race difference may be due to differences across different race and ethnic 

groups in the meaning of cohabitation.  For example, Manning (1993) examined NSFG 

data and found that among pregnant Black women and pregnant White teenagers, those 

who cohabit are no more likely to marry before their child’s birth than those who are not 

living with their partner.  By contrast, among older (non-teenage) pregnant White women, 

those who cohabit are more likely than those who do not to marry before their baby is 

born.  Manning concludes that White women who are beyond their teenage years view 

cohabitation as a precursor to marriage, whereas Black women and White teenagers view 

it not as a stage in the marriage process, but instead as an alternative to being single.  In 

part this may be due to race and ethnic differences in the acceptability of cohabitation as 

a context for childbearing.  For example, in a later study, Manning (2001) explores 

reasons for the fact that Hispanics and Blacks are more likely than Whites to have 

children while cohabiting, and to remain cohabiting (rather than to marry) once they 

become pregnant.  She finds that that a relatively high proportion of Hispanic cohabiting 
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pregnancies are in fact intended: almost 2/3 of Hispanic women (65%) had an intended 

pregnancy in cohabitation, while 56% of Black women and half of White did so.  The 

high levels of intended pregnancy among cohabiting Hispanics and the fact that 

pregnancy is much less likely to trigger their transition to marriage than it is for Whites 

suggests that Hispanics are more likely to think of cohabitation as a suitable or acceptable 

family arrangement for childbearing.  Thus whether a nonmarital pregnancy hastens the 

transition to marriage depends in part on the significance attached to cohabitation (see 

also Reed, 2006; Smock, 2000). 

Two other indicators of the extent to which unmarried couples with a child 

together have invested in their relationship are the length of time they have been together 

and whether the mother has given the baby the father’s surname.  How long a couple has 

known each other prior to conception is a rough indicator of how well they know each 

other and low-income couples report it is an important consideration when evaluating 

their readiness for marriage.  Low-income couples who were interviewed for the Time, 

Love, and Cash among Couples with Children study report a belief that relationships 

need time to mature and to be tested to be sure the relationship is marriage material, and 

they say it can take several years to adequately assess a partnership before making a 

lifelong commitment (Edin, England, & Linnenberg, 2003).   Couples in that study and in 

a study of low-income single mothers by Edin and Kefalas (2005) had typically been 

together for less than a year before conceiving. 

In a qualitative study of urban, low-income, unmarried mothers and fathers, 

Waller (2002) finds that the act of giving a child his or her father’s surname is considered 

a public acknowledgement of paternity and a symbolic commitment to the child that 
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indicates the father plans to play an active part in the child’s life.  For a majority of the 

couples in the study who were in committed relationships, giving the child the father’s 

name was also taken as a signal that they intended to stay together and possibly to marry. 

Human capital: Education and income 

Socioeconomic status and economic potential play an important role in a couple’s 

decision about whether to marry in response to a nonmarital pregnancy. Qualitative 

research with unmarried parents makes it clear that couples believe that a marriage is 

unlikely to be viable in the absence of financial stability, and so couples are often 

unwilling to marry in response to a pregnancy or birth until and unless their finances are 

in order and they have the capacity to be steady breadwinners (Edin 2000; Gibson-Davis 

et al., 2005).  Couples consider not only their current earnings, but also their long-term 

economic potential, for which educational attainment is one commonly-used, though 

imprecise, measure (Xie, Raymo, Goyette, & Thornton, 2003).   And though they may 

already be living together, men and women feel the financial requirements of marriage 

are more stringent than those of cohabitation and therefore further out of reach (Gibson-

Davis et al., 2005).   

Quantitative studies confirm these findings.  In a relatively early study of inner-

city men and women in Chicago, Testa and colleagues (1989) examine the effect of 

employment on the likelihood that couples legitimate a nonmarital birth.  They find that 

fathers who were employed at the time of pregnancy are twice as likely as unemployed 

fathers to marry the mother of their first child.  Zavodny (1999), using data from the 

National Longitudinal Survey of Young Men and the National Longitudinal Survey of 

Youth, finds evidence that this breadwinner effect varies by race.  For White men in the 
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study, being employed increases the chance of marriage following a nonmarital birth, 

though employment doesn’t seem to have a similar pro-nuptial effect for new African 

American fathers.  Studies by Carlson et al. (2004) and Harknett and McLanahan (2004) 

reveal that breadwinning potential (i.e. employment and higher income) encourages the 

transition to marriage among men in the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study.  

Mothers’ earnings potential matters as well.  Testa et al. (1989) find that 

following a nonmarital pregnancy, urban couples are more likely to marry when the 

mother has completed, rather than dropped-out of, high school.  More recent studies have 

echoed the finding that an unmarried mother’s education and economic potential 

encourage marriage (Aassve, 2003; Bulcroft & Bulcroft, 1993; Carlson et al., 2004; 

Graefe & Lichter, 2008b; Manning & Landale, 1996), and this makes sense in light of 

qualitative research that reveals the importance that many women, particularly African 

American women, place on establishing their financial footing before marriage (Edin & 

Kefalas, 2005).  Yet Graefe & Lichter (2008a) also find evidence that low education 

among economically disadvantaged mothers may still provide an incentive for some to 

perhaps lower their standards for male marriageability and marry.  The effect of 

education may depend in part on whether or not the expectant couple is already living 

together.  Analyses of data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 

(Osborne, 2005) indicate that when a mother has attended college for some period, it 

encourages a quick transition to marriage among parents who are living together.  Among 

co-parents who are not living together but who are romantically involved in “visiting” 

relationships, it is a mother’s income, rather than her education level, that predicts 

whether they will marry.   
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Multiple partner fertility 

The presence of a child from another relationship is an important influence on a 

couple’s own relationship trajectory and the likelihood that they will marry each other.  

Having children with more than one partner is common among low-income couples.   In 

a study of welfare recipients in Wisconsin, half of mothers and 3/4 of fathers were in 

complex family arrangements that involved multi-partnered fertility, and these figures are 

likely underestimates because the analyses exclude mothers who had not established legal 

paternity (Meyer et al., 2005).  In about 60% of unmarried couples in the Fragile Families 

and Child Wellbeing Study, one of the partners already has a child with someone else and 

in 20 percent of the cases, both partners do (Carlson & Furstenberg, 2006).  Multiple 

partner fertility is more common among men than among women and is more prevalent 

among African Americans than among Whites or Hispanics (Carlson & Furstenberg, 

2006; Manlove, Logan, Ikramullah, & Holcombe, 2008).   

 Multiple partner fertility can be a barrier to the transition to marriage because it 

exposes a couple to particular set of interpersonal challenges and complexities.  Foremost 

is the challenge of distributing parental resources – such as time, attention, and money – 

among more than one household in a way that would be perceived as fair by everyone.   

Given the difficulty of doing so, it is not surprising that multiple partner fertility is often a 

source of tension in a relationship (Gibson-Davis & Edin, 2004) and is associated with 

lower perceived partner support and higher likelihood of dissolution (Carlson & 

Furstenberg, 2007).  The challenge is particularly formidable when it is the male partner 

who has children by another woman.  When a women has a child with another man, the 

child more often than not lives with her and the resources spent on that child are kept 
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within the household; by contrast, when a woman’s partner has children from another 

relationship, any resources he provides to that child are likely leaving the household and 

going into another woman’s home (Carlson & Furstenberg, 2007).  In addition to material 

resources, the time that a man spends away from home to visit his children by another 

woman can be a source of mistrust and sexual jealousy (Edin et al., 2003; Monte, 2007). 

 Because of such difficulties, couples with a child together are less likely to marry 

each other when they have children from a previous relationship.  In a study of low-

income women in Philadelphia (Margolis & Mykyta, 2008), couples in which the father 

has a child from another relationship are less likely to move in together and less likely to 

marry each other over the two years following their shared child’s birth, compared with 

couples with single partner fertility.  In the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 

as well, men’s multiple partner fertility reduces a couple’s odds of marriage in the year 

following the birth of their (Carlson et al., 2004). 

 

SUMMARY  

The socio-biological explanation for marriage, which holds that men and women 

bond together to have and to raise shared children, has been challenged by the separation 

of marriage from childbearing that marked the second half of the 20th century.  Though 

marriage is no longer a strict prerequisite for childbearing, particularly among the poor 

and less educated, it remains a desirable and potent social expression of love and 

commitment across the social spectrum.  Thus, even when couples bear and begin to raise 

a child together outside of marriage, they often do eventually marry each other.   The 

present study of whether and when couples with a child make the transition to marriage is 
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guided by an interdisciplinary theoretical perspective, acknowledging individual, dyadic, 

and social influences on marriage behavior.  Following Huston’s (2000) framework, we 

expect that the transition to marriage among unmarried parents depends, first, on 

individual traits and characteristics, such as personal beliefs and attitudes toward 

marriage, emotional wellbeing and psychosocial functioning, and personal evaluations of 

the relationship.  It depends, second, on interpersonal exchanges and a couple’s social 

network, including dyadic behaviors such as affection, conflict, and communication, and 

the influences of family, friends, and other people.  The transition to marriage is also 

influenced, third, by the social and cultural context that surrounds the couple, including 

society’s expectation that couples will be financially independent and stable before 

marriage and that men will able to provide for their children. 

 In keeping with this theoretical framework, the review of the research presented 

above shows how the transition to marriage among unmarried couples may be affected by 

multiple levels of influence; the review reveals that there are individual, interpersonal, 

and societal factors that tend to promote marriage, and there are other factors that are 

believed to be barriers to marriage.  The factors that promote marriage, here referred to as 

determinants of marriage, are characteristics, behaviors, attitudes, and conditions that 

offer a green light to unmarried parents who want marry each other following the birth of 

their child.  The literature presented here suggests that three categories of determinants 

are particularly relevant to the marriage behavior of unmarried parents.  The first are 

indicators of relationship quality, including expressions of warmth and affection, 

moderation and fairness in conflict, and optimism about one’s future together.  The 

second set of determinants are indicators of the extent to which an unmarried couple has 
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invested in their relationship already, by knowing each other for some time before having 

a baby together, sharing the experiences and responsibilities of living together, and giving 

their baby the father’s name.  The third set of determinants comprises pro-marriage 

values and beliefs that encourage an unmarried couple to wed, particularly when they 

have a child together.  The review of the research indicates that the most fertile ground 

for marriage is a relationship that is lower in conflict and higher in warmth and optimism, 

one that is influenced by pro-marriage values and beliefs, and in which some level of 

investment has already been made.  In this sense, unmarried couples with children who 

say that they want to marry and who have many or all of these characteristics in their 

favor should be on the path to marriage.  But, according to theory and existing research, 

even under these optimal conditions for marriage, unmarried couples with children may 

take longer to marry, or may not marry at all, if they face obstacles such as poverty or 

low earnings potential, or the presence of a child from an outside relationship. 

The present study tests whether obstacles to marriage function in the way that 

recent literature has proposed: by standing in the way of loving and committed couples 

who would otherwise make a smooth transition to marriage.  Specifically, this study will 

first measure the extent to which couples have the “right stuff” for marriage by indexing 

the determinants of marriage — indicators of relationship quality, investment in the 

relationship, and pro-marriage values and beliefs — and placing couples along a 

continuum on this measure.  The index, to be named the “Headed to Marriage Index” 

(HMI), will represent the extent to which couples have the characteristics and exhibit the 

behaviors that are theoretically predictive of marriage.  Then we will test whether 

theorized obstacles to marriage delay or derail the transition to marriage across the first 
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five years following a nonmarital birth, particularly among couples in the study who are 

higher on the Headed to Marriage Index and therefore theoretically more likely to wed.  

Three obstacles to marriage will be examined, based on the above review of the literature.  

First, low education may be an obstacle to marriage; specifically, when an unmarried 

mother has less than a high school education or when the father of her child has a lower 

level of education than she does, the literature suggests their transition to marriage will 

take longer or be less likely.  Second, when an unmarried couple with a child do not have 

their economic footing, marriage is likely to remain out of reach.  Third, the particular 

challenges and complexities of already having children by other partners may hinder the 

transition to marriage.  Based on the theory and previous research reviewed here, the 

following hypotheses will be tested: 

Hypothesis 1: A Headed to Marriage Index comprising measures of relationship quality, 

investment in the relationship, and pro-marriage values and beliefs will be inversely 

related to how long unmarried couples with a newborn remain unmarried to each 

other. 

Hypothesis 2: The presence of obstacles to marriage will slow the transition to marriage 

(that is, it will increase the time unmarried couples with a newborn remain unmarried 

to each other). 

Hypothesis 3: Determinants of marriage and obstacles to marriage will interact in their 

effect on time to marriage: obstacles to marriage will have a stronger slowing effect 

on time to marriage among those with higher Headed to Marriage Index scores.  
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Chapter 3:  Method 

DATA AND SAMPLE 

The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study 

This study uses data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a 

longitudinal, birth cohort survey that follows 4,898 children, including an oversample of 

3,712 children born to unmarried parents, across the first five years of life (Reichman, 

Teitler, Garfinkel, & McLanahan, 2001).   The study was primarily designed to 

investigate the conditions and capabilities of unmarried parents, to understand their 

relationships with each other, to assess the wellbeing of their children, and to determine 

how public policy and social context impact them.  The data come from 20 American 

cities with populations of 200,000 or more, and when weighted the data are 

representative of births in large U.S. cities. 

Baseline interviews for the study were conducted between 1998 and 2000 with 

mothers of newborns, and with most of the fathers, in hospitals within 48 hours of the 

target child’s birth.  The interview collected information on parents’ demographic 

characteristics, economic and employment status, relationship history and quality, 

parenting behaviors, neighborhood characteristics, public program participation, and 

health behavior and status, and on the wellbeing of the target child.  Follow-up interviews 

were conducted by telephone with mothers and fathers when the target children were one, 

three, and five years of age.  The current study uses data from the baseline survey and 

from the three follow-up waves.   
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For several reasons, the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study is a 

particularly appropriate source of data for examining whether and when unmarried 

parents marry each other following a shared birth.  First, the Fragile Families study is a 

largely low-income and low-education sample (nearly 3/4 of the mothers are poor or 

near-poor, and 43% have less than a high school education [McLanahan, et al., 2003]), 

which is appropriate for the study of nonmarital childbearing because childbearing 

outside of marriage remains more common among the poor and less-educated than 

among the middle class.  Second, the data include a large number of unmarried women, 

who were oversampled by design, and the large number of cases boosts statistical power 

and permits disaggregation of the data to examine differences in family building by race 

and ethnicity.  Third, the data are suitable for the particular analytical approach, survival 

analysis, used in this study because mothers were interviewed in the hospital very soon 

after their child’s birth and were re-interviewed three times over the next five years, 

including questions about whether and when and whom they married.  This enables us to 

identify a clear start time (the target child’s birth) that is common to all respondents, 

eliminating the problem of left censoring and allowing a straight-forward measure of 

whether and how long couples remain unmarried to each other over the first five years 

following the birth of their child. 

There are some limitations to these data, however.  First, the study sampled births 

in urban hospitals and so these data do not represent births to suburban or rural mothers.  

Second, the response rate for fathers is lower than for mothers and this disparity increases 

across follow-up waves of the study.  The fathers who are most likely to drop out of the 

study are also those that are least likely to marry the mother, introducing a bias into the 
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sample.  The present study relies on mothers’ report of fathers on some key variables, 

including fathers’ education, income, and fertility history.  This is done to obtain data on 

all fathers, but mothers’ reports of their partners’ behavior and background are likely not 

as accurate as if they came directly from the fathers.   

 

Study Sample 

The analytical sample includes mothers who were unmarried and in a romantic 

relationship with their baby’s father at the time of their child’s birth.  Of the 4,898 new 

mothers in the Fragile Families study, 1,187 are excluded from the present analyses 

because they were married at the time of their child’s birth, and 652 are excluded because 

they reported having no relationship or a non-romantic relationship with the child’s father 

at baseline.  An additional 221 mothers are excluded from the sample because they were 

not interviewed in any of the follow-up waves (years 1, 3, and 5).  Of the remaining 

mothers, 266 are removed because they are missing data on one or more of the obstacles 

to marriage, which are main explanatory variables in the study.  Finally, 28 mothers are 

excluded because the data on their marriage date is inaccurate or inconsistent; these 

mothers reported being unmarried at baseline and subsequently reported marrying their 

baby’s father, but the recorded marriage date precedes their baseline interview date, 

indicating an apparent data entry error.   The final sample comprises 2,544 respondents.   
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MEASURES 

Dependent Variable: Hazard of Marriage  

The outcome of interest is the hazard of the couple marrying each other by the 

year 5 follow up wave of the study.  The couple’s marital status is assessed in each wave 

by mother’s response to the question, “What is your relationship with [father] now?” 

which includes married as a response category.  The month and year of the marriage is 

captured by mother’s response to the question, “When did you and [father] get married?”  

 

Main Predictors 

The Headed to Marriage Index 

The main predictor in this study is the Headed to Marriage Index (HMI) which 

represents the extent to which a couple has characteristics and exhibits behaviors that are 

theoretically predictive of marriage, as described in Chapter 2.  The HMI comprises 10 

hypothesized measures that fall into three categories: there are three measures of 

relationship quality, three measures of investment in the relationship, and four measures 

of guiding values and beliefs (see Table 1).   Each of these ten components contributes 

one point to the index, yielding an index with a range of 0 to10.  A higher score on the 

HMI is conceptually representative of a higher likelihood of marriage and the core 

purpose of the index is to rank couples as being relatively more or less likely to get 

married.  The ten components of the HMI are treated as being conceptually and 

statistically distinct from each other in the sense that, as in any index, the components are 

not necessarily intercorrelated, are not necessarily due to a common cause, and are not 

treated as underlying indicators of a latent variable.  An assumption made in this 
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approach is that each of the ten indicators carries equal weight in its importance to the 

transition to marriage, and because of this, the ten indicators can be considered 

compensatory to each other in that a point on one indicator may compensate for no point 

on another.  Two different couples can thus have the same score on the Headed to 

Marriage Index and be considered equally likely to marry, but with different 

combinations of the characteristics and qualities that promote marriage.   

 

Table 1.  Hypothesized Components of the Headed to Marriage Index 

 

Headed to Marriage Index 

Relationship quality 

• Low conflict 

• Warm/supportive 

• Optimistic about 

marriage 

Investment in relationship 

• Knew each other for at least 

a year before pregnancy 

• Living together 

• Child has father’s name 

Guiding values & beliefs 

• Pro-marriage attitudes 

• Traditional gender roles 

• Low mistrust of men 

• Frequently attends church 

 

 

Measures of relationship quality 

Three indicators of relationship quality contribute points to the Headed to 

Marriage Index: frequency of conflict, supportiveness and warmth, and optimism about 

marriage.  Frequency of conflict is assessed with questions about the frequency with 

which mothers and their baby’s father disagree in six areas of conflict: (1) money; (2) 

spending time together; (3) sex; (4) the pregnancy; (5) drinking or drug use; and (6) being 

faithful.  Mothers were asked, “In the last month, how often did you and [baby’s father] 

disagree about_______.”  Responses were originally coded as 1=often, 2=sometimes, and 

3=never and were recoded such that 0=never, 1=sometimes, and 2=often.   These six 

variables were then averaged to create a new variable ranging from 0 to 2 that measures 
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average level of conflict across the domains.  The average level of conflict among these 

couples was .443.  This information was used to create the final variable included in these 

analyses, a dichotomous variable called “low conflict” that identifies average-to-low-

conflict couples.  Couples at or below the average level of conflict were coded as 1 on 

this variable, and couples with above average conflict were coded as 0.  Having an 

average or lower-than-average level of conflict contributes a point to ones HMI score. 

The decision to measure conflict in this way is based on social exchange theory 

and the work of Thibaut and Kelley (1959) and Nye (1979) who emphasize the role that 

comparisons play in people’s evaluations of their own options, the satisfaction they feel 

with them, and the family-building choices they make as a result.  Social exchange theory 

tells us that people’s sense of contentment with their own situation is based on part on 

comparisons they make with the situations of the people around them.  From this 

theoretical perspective, the role that a couple’s level of conflict may play in their 

decisions about the transition to marriage is best understood in relative terms: even high 

levels of conflict may be acceptable to a couple if high levels of conflict are the norm in 

their social context.  Therefore, couples are here identified as having high or low levels of 

conflict relative to the average level of conflict among the sample.   

Supportiveness/warmth is assessed by mother’s answers to three questions that 

ask how often [baby’s father] (1) “is fair and willing to compromise when you have a 

disagreement”; (2) “expresses affection or love for you”; (3) “encourages or helps you to 

do things that are important to you”.  Responses were originally coded as 1=often, 

2=sometimes, and 3=never and they were recoded such that 0=never, 1=sometimes, and 

2=often.  These three variables were then averaged to create a new variable, “high 
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warmth,” that measures the couple’s average level of supportiveness/warmth on the three 

items together, ranging from 0 to 2.  The average level of warmth for the sample was 1.64.  

Couples at or above this level were coded as 1 and those below average were coded as 0.  

As with the measurement of conflict, the importance of a couple’s level of warmth 

relative to that of their peers is what is believed to matter most to their transition of 

marriage.  Having an average or higher-than-average level of warmth in the relationship 

contributes a point to ones HMI score.   

Optimism about marriage is assessed by mothers’ response to the question, “What 

do you think the chances are that you will marry [baby’s father] in the future?”  

Responses categories were 1=no chance; 2=a little chance; 3=a 50/50 chance; 4=a pretty 

good chance; 5=an almost certain chance.  This was recoded into a new, dichotomous 

variable called “optimistic about marriage” in which mothers who felt they had a 50/50 

chance or less were coded as 0 and those who reported a pretty good or almost certain 

chance of marriage were coded as 1.  Being optimistic about marriage contributes one 

point to ones HMI score. 

Measures of investment in the relationship 

Three indicators of the extent to which a couple has invested in their relationship 

are included in the Headed to Marriage Index: cohabitation, the mother bestowing the 

father’s last name on the child, and the couple knowing each other for at least a year prior 

to the pregnancy. 

 Cohabitation status is captured at baseline from the mother’s report.  It is included 

as a dichotomous variable, coded 1 if the couple is living together and 0 if they are not.  

Living together contributes one point to ones HMI score. 
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 Mother has given baby the father’s surname is captured at baseline by the 

mother’s response to the question, “Will the baby have the father’s last name?”  It is 

included as a dichotomous variable, coded 1 if the mother reports that the baby will have 

the father’s last name and 0 if she reports that he or she will not.  Giving the baby the 

father’s last name contributes one point to ones HMI score. 

Duration of couple’s acquaintance prior to child birth is based on mother’s report, 

at baseline, of how long she and the father knew each other before she became pregnant.  

Mothers who report that they knew the father for 12 months or longer are coded as 1, and 

those who report they knew each other for less than a year are coded as 0.  Knowing each 

other for at least a year prior to becoming pregnant contributes one point to the HMI 

score. 

Measures of guiding values and beliefs 

Four measures of a mother’s guiding values and beliefs are included in the 

Headed to Marriage Index: attitudes toward marriage, traditional gender role attitudes, 

gender mistrust, and religiosity. 

Attitudes toward marriage are assessed by mother’s level of agreement with two 

statements: (1) “It is better for a couple to get married than to just live together” and (2) 

“It is better for children if their parents are married”.  Responses were originally coded as 

1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=agree, 4=strongly agree.  Both were recoded into new 

dichotomous variables in which 0=disagree/strongly disagree and 1=agree/strongly agree.  

These two new variables were then used to create a single new variable that was coded 1 

if the respondent agreed with both statements and 0 otherwise.  Agreeing with both pro-

marriage sentiments contributes one point to ones HMI score. 
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Traditional gender role attitudes are measured by mother’s level of agreement 

with two statements: (1) “The important decisions in the family should be made by the 

man of the house”; and (2) “It is much better for everyone if the man earns the main 

living and the women takes care of the home and family.”  Responses were coded as 

1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=agree, 4=strongly agree.  Both were recoded into new 

dichotomous variables in which 0=disagree/strongly disagree and 1=agree/strongly agree.  

These two new variables were then used to create a single new variable that was coded 1 

if the respondent agreed with both statements and 0 otherwise.  Agreeing with both 

statements contributes one point to the HMI score. 

Gender mistrust is measured by mother’s level of agreement with two statements: 

(1) “In a dating relationship, a man is largely out to take advantage of a woman”; and (2) 

“Men cannot be trusted to be faithful.”  Response categories for both questions were 

1=strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3=agree, 4=strongly agree.  Respondents who disagree 

or strongly disagree with both statements were coded a 1, indicating low mistrust of men, 

while all others were coded as 0.  It is the absence of gender mistrust that contributes a 

point to the HMI. 

Religiosity is measured using the mother’s response to the question, “About how 

often do you attend religious services?”  The response categories were 1=once a week or 

more, 2=several times a month, 3= several times a year, 4=hardly ever, and 5= not at all.  

This variable was recoded into a dichotomous variable in which mothers who attend 

church weekly are coded as 1 and others are coded as 0.  Weekly church attendance 

contributes one point to the HMI score. 
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Obstacles to marriage 

Low education 

 Mother’s education is measured using mother’s response to the question, “What is 

the highest grade or year of regular school that you have completed?”  The response 

categories were 1=no formal schooling, 2=8th grade or less, 3=some high school, 4=high 

school diploma, 5=G.E.D., 6=some college or 2 year degree, 7=technical or trade school, 

8=bachelor’s degree, 9=graduate or professional school.  Father’s education is measured 

using father’s response to the same question.  Mother’s reports of fathers’ education are 

used for fathers who were not interviewed at baseline or did not report their own 

education.  The data on mother’s and father’s education levels are together used to create 

a new dichotomous variable to indicate whether the couple’s educational attainment is an 

obstacle to marriage.  The variable is coded as 1 (meaning yes, this is an obstacle for 

them) if the mother has less than a high school education or if the father’s educational 

attainment is below the mothers, and 0 for all other cases.   

Poverty 

  Poverty status is measured in the Fragile Families data as a ratio of total 

household income, as reported by the mother, to the official poverty thresholds, which are 

established by the U.S. Census Bureau and which vary by household composition and 

year.  Using the Census Bureau standard, households that fall below 100% of the 

threshold are considered to be in poverty.  At baseline, the ratio of income to poverty is 

calculated using poverty thresholds for the year preceding the interview.  This 

information is used to create a new, dichotomous variable to indicate whether the 

mother’s (if she is not living with the baby’s father) or couple’s (if they are cohabiting) 
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household income is low enough to place them in poverty and to therefore present an 

obstacle to marriage.  The variable is coded 1 if the household income is below 100% of 

the poverty threshold and 0 for all other cases.   

Presence of a child from another relationship 

 While there is no direct measure of multipartner fertility for mothers and fathers 

in the baseline survey, couples were asked about multipartner fertility in the three follow-

up waves.  At the year 1 follow-up, multipartner fertility is measured by mother’s 

response to two questions, “Do you have any children by someone other than [father]?” 

and “Does [father] have any other children by someone else?”  This information is used 

to create a new dichotomous variable that is coded as 1 if either parent has a child by 

another partner and 0 if neither parent does. 

 

Demographic Controls  

Mother’s age is measured in years at baseline. 

Sex of the child is recorded as male or female during the baseline interview. 

Race/ethnicity is a constructed, four-category variable based on mother’s baseline report 

of her race and whether she is of Hispanic descent.  These two pieces of information were 

used to categorize mothers as either White (non-Hispanic), Hispanic, Black (non-

Hispanic), or other. 

 

ANALYTIC STRATEGY 

Survival analysis, which is used for the analysis of instantaneous, qualitative 

changes from one discrete state to another, is appropriate for a study of whether and when 
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couples with a newborn marry each other across the first five years of their child’s life.  

The mothers’ data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study provide us with 

a longitudinal record of whether and when the event of interest, in this case marriage, 

occurs for each couple in the study.  Some couples with a nonmarital birth will never 

marry each other and among those who do marry, some will do so quickly, while others 

do so slowly. That variation may be meaningful.  The obstacles to marriage — low 

education, poverty, multiple partner fertility — are not insurmountable, so we can expect 

that while they may prevent some couples from ever marrying, it is also possible that for 

many couples the obstacles will merely slow down the marriage process.  Survival 

analysis enables us to explore that variation in time to marriage a way that we could not 

capture with a technique such as logistic regression, which can tell us what predicts 

whether couples have married each other yet at each follow up interview, but which does 

not distinguish between those who married sooner and those who married later in the 

interval.  For example, among couples who are highly motivated to marry and who in fact 

do so in the interval between their child’s birth (baseline) and his or her first birthday (the 

approximate time of the year 1 follow-up), there may be meaningful differences between 

those who marry immediately following the birth and those who take 11 months to get 

married.  It may be that obstacles to marriage help explain that variation in time to 

marriage.   

Kaplan-Meier estimation and Cox proportional hazard regression modeling will 

be used to describe the survival curve for marriage among our sample couples and to 

assess the explanatory variables that influence how long the transition to marriage takes.  

The outcome in these analyses is time in months until marriage, and the data are right 
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censored at marriage or at survey date when lost to follow-up.  The analyses will proceed 

as follows.  

 

Validating the Headed to Marriage Index 

The utility of the concept of marriage-headedness in predicting whether and when 

couples marry depends on the validity of the proposed measure, the Headed to Marriage 

Index.  Before introducing the HMI into the main analyses of this study, the index will be 

validated.  First an exploratory factor analysis on the ten components of the index will be 

conducted to test the assumption that the 10 components of the HMI do not tap a single, 

underlying factor and should in fact be treated as an index rather than a scale.  Then the 

index will be validated using criterion validation.  Criterion or predictive validity 

demonstrates a set of variables’ ability to predict an outcome.  The HMI is hypothesized 

to have 10 independent variables that equally contribute to an individual’s marriage-

headedness, and criterion validation will demonstrate if indeed this is true.  Accordingly, 

the 10 variables will be entered into a stepwise Cox regression model; variables that 

contribute to the model will be retained in the Headed to Marriage Index, while the 

variables that do not contribute to the model will not be retained. 

 

Preliminary Analyses  

A set of preliminary analyses will provide an overview of the main predictors in 

the study by describing their frequencies, their distribution by race, and the 

intercorrelations among them.  First the frequencies of the main predictors are presented; 

these predictors include the three obstacles to marriage and the ten items that make up the 
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Headed to Marriage Index.  This reveals the extent to which couples in the sample are or 

are not headed to marriage, and shows how common the three obstacles to marriage are.  

Next the differences among Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics in the prevalence and 

distribution of these variables are described.  Finally, zero-order correlations between 

marriage-headedness and each obstacle to marriage are presented to show how these 

variables are related to each other.  These preliminary analyses will answer the following 

questions: 

1. What is the distribution of the Headed to Marriage Index and its components? 

2. What is the prevalence of the obstacles to marriage? 

3. How does marriage-headedness differ by race/ethnicity? 

4. How are obstacles distributed by race/ethnicity? 

5. To what extent is the presence of obstacles to marriage associated with a couple’s 

score on the Headed to Marriage Index? 

 

Main Analyses  

Survival analysis techniques will be used to answer the four main research 

questions of the study (repeated below).  These analyses will be conducted in two stages, 

Study 1 and Study 2.    

Study 1: Describing Event Occurrence and Estimating the Survival Function  

In Study 1, life table estimates will be used to address the question of whether and 

when couples marry each other across the first five years of their child’s life.  Some 

couples in the sample likely marry each other quickly in response to the birth of their 

child, others may take a year or two before marrying, and many are likely to remain 
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unmarried to each other throughout the 5-year study period.  The first step is to capture 

this variation in time to marriage and graph it.  This will be done by assessing the hazard 

of marriage in each time period of the study using Kaplan-Meier estimation of the hazard 

function, which is the instantaneous potential per unit of time for a couple to marry, given 

that they have not yet married up to that point.   This information is used to plot the 

sample’s survival curve, which graphically illustrates the cumulative proportion of 

couples who remain unmarried to each other across the first five years of their child’s life.  

These methods will answer Research Question 1, as well as three related sub-questions 

(1a, 1b, and 1c). 

Research Question 1: What is the shape of the Kaplan-Meier survival curve depicting the 

transition to marriage among a sample of unmarried couples across the first five years 

of their child’s life? 

Research Question 1a: Are there certain periods across the first five years that are 

particularly “high risk” or “low risk” periods for marriage? 

Research Question 1b:  What is the point at which half of the couples who do marry by 

year five have done so? 

Research Question 1c:  How does the time-to-marriage experience differ among mothers 

with higher and lower HMI scores? 

 

Study 2: Multivariate Analyses  

The aim of the multivariate analyses is to test the main thesis, that the higher a 

couple scores on the Headed to Marriage Index, the more likely they will be to marry in 

the first five years of their child’s life, but that obstacles to marriage may slow or even 
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prevent the transition to marriage during this time. To test this, Cox proportional hazard 

regression modeling will be used to assess the influence of the Headed to Marriage Index 

and the obstacles to marriage on the hazard of marriage, controlling for mother’s age at 

child’s birth and sex of the child, which are known to be related to the hazard of marriage.  

Each obstacle to marriage will be introduced into models individually, to assess the effect 

of that particular obstacle on the hazard of marriage.  Interaction terms (HMI×obstacle) 

will also be introduced to assess whether the effect that each obstacle has on the hazard of 

marriage differs depending on the extent to which the couple is headed toward marriage 

(i.e. their score on the HMI).  These analyses will answer Research Questions 2-4: 

Research Question 2: Do relationship quality, investment in the relationship, and guiding 

values and beliefs together predict how long unmarried couples with a newborn 

remain unmarried to each other across the first five years of their child’s life? 

Research Question 3: Does the presence of obstacles to marriage slow the transition to 

marriage among these couples?  

Research Question 4: Do the determinants of marriage (i.e. the HMI) and obstacles to 

marriage interact in their effect on time to marriage?  That is, do determinants of 

marriage moderate the relationship between obstacles to marriage and time to 

marriage? 

 

Missing Data 

Missing values on items will no doubt arise among these data, and the approach to 

missing data will depend on which variables are missing.  For cases that are missing data 

on control variables or the variables that make up the Headed to Marriage Index, values 
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for those missing data will be imputed; the mean score of that variable for the mother’s 

race/ethnicity by education subgroup will be used in place of the missing value, and a 

dummy variable will be included in the model to indicate that the value is imputed and to 

test whether the imputation affected the results.  Missing data on the main predictor 

variables, the three obstacles to marriage, will not be imputed; rather those cases will be 

excluded from the analysis.  The exclusion of these cases from the analytical sample may 

introduce bias if the cases that are omitted differ from the cases included in the analyses 

in ways that matter to the results.  Therefore to assess the impact that excluded cases may 

have on these analyses, excluded and included cases will be compared on key variables 

and the results will be presented.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

 This chapter presents the results of the analyses, beginning with a demographic 

overview of the study sample and a presentation of the results of the validation of the 

Headed to Marriage Index.  Then the results of the preliminary analyses are presented; 

these include a description of the frequencies of the main predictors in the study, their 

distribution by race, and the intercorrelations among them.  Following that, the results of 

Studies 1 and 2 are presented.  For Study 1, life table estimates are presented to answer 

the question of whether and when couples in the study marry each other.  For Study 2, the 

results of the Cox regression analyses are presented to model the effects of the HMI and 

the obstacles to marriage on time to marriage.  Finally, the results of the missing data 

analysis are presented to assess what impact the exclusion of cases that were missing data 

on key variables may have had on the makeup of the study sample. 

 

DEMOGRAPHICS 

A demographic overview of the analytic sample is presented in Table 5.  Most 

mothers in the sample (58%) are cohabiting with their baby’s father at baseline, while 

42% are romantically involved with the father but not living with him.  The majority of 

the mothers (56%) are Black, while 27% are Hispanic, 14% are non-Hispanic White, and 

2% are of another race or ethnicity.  The mothers are on average 24 years of age at the 

time of their child’s birth, and they range in age from 15 to 43.  Most mothers in the 

sample are low education and low income: 45% did not complete high school, 29% have 

only a HS diploma, 23% have some college, and 3% have a bachelor’s degree or more.  
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A large majority of the mothers (75%) have a household income under $25,000 at 

baseline and 43% of them are in poverty. 

 

VALIDATION OF THE HEADED TO MARRIAGE INDEX 

As described in chapter 3, a two-stage validation of the HMI is conducted with 

the aim of confirming whether marriage-headedness is best captured by the 10 

component index as proposed, or whether the predictive power of the HMI can be 

achieved with a smaller, more parsimonious set of variables.  The first step in this process 

is to conduct an exploratory principal components analysis for the purpose of 

understanding the underlying structure of the HMI and determining whether the ten items 

of the index might tap a single, unidimensional construct.  The component matrix is 

presented in Table 2.  Following Clark and Watson (1995), the loadings of items on the 

first unrotated component are examined.  Items with a loading of under .35 are 

interpreted as being only modestly correlated with other items in that component, and 

items that have complex structure (that is, loadings of .35 or higher for more than one 

factor) or that load more strongly on the second, third, or fourth components are also 

considered to be less strongly related to the items in the first unrotated factor.  The results 

presented here indicate that the ten variables do not all load strongly and simply on the 

first unrotated factor, suggesting that the ten items of the Headed to Marriage Index do 

not capture a single, unidimensional construct.  The significance of this finding is that it 

lends support to the case for treating this measure of marriage-headedness as an index, 

rather than a scale. 
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Table 2.  Unrotated Component Matrix for the Variables of the HMI 

 
Component 

1 2 3 4 

Low conflict .407   .534   

High warmth .647      

Optimistic about marriage .750    

Together more than year      .882 

Couple is cohabiting .554   -.491    

Baby has father’s name .497    -.387   

Pro-marriage    .642    

Traditional  .653   

Trusts men .343 -.396 .409  

Attends church weekly    .534 .395 .358 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis 
 

 

With this information about the structure of the HMI, the next step is to move 

toward validation of the index using criterion validation.  Criterion or predictive validity 

demonstrates the ability that a set of variables has to predict an outcome (Bobko, 2001).  

The HMI is hypothesized to be a set of 10 independent variables that contribute to an 

individual’s marriage-headedness; criterion validation reveals if indeed this is true.  For 

this analysis, the 10 components are entered into a stepwise Cox regression model 

predicting hazard of marriage.  Coefficients for the variables are presented in Table 3.  

The coefficients presented here assess the validity of applying the HMI to predictions of 

the transition to marriage. 
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Table 3. Cox Regression Estimates of the Effects of the  

HMI Component Measures on Hazard of Marriage 

HMI component variables β 

Low conflict .290** 

High warmth .178 

Optimistic about marriage .710*** 

Together more than a year -.240* 

Cohabiting .729*** 

Baby has father’s name .525** 

Pro-marriage .297** 

Traditional gender roles -.029 

Trusts men .219* 

Attend church weekly .154 

-2 log-likelihood 7522.4 

Levels of significance: *p≤.05,  **p≤.01,  ***p≤.001 

 
 

Of the ten hypothesized components of the HMI, three do not contribute 

significantly to the model.  They are high warmth, having traditional gender role 

attitudes, and attending church weekly.  It is possible that high warmth shares enough 

variance with optimism about marriage (r=.335, p<.001) that its variation is reflected in 

optimism and therefore both variables are not needed when modeling the hazard of 

marriage.  Traditional gender role attitudes and weekly church attendance also do not 

explain variation in marriage beyond the contribution that the other variables make and 

they too are eliminated from the model.  These three components do not contribute to the 

explanatory power of the Headed to Marriage Index and are therefore removed for the 

sake of parsimony.   

This regression analysis also reveals something that runs counter to the argument 

made in the review of the theoretical literature: although it was argued that knowing each 

other for more than one year before becoming pregnant is an indication of a couple’s 
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investment in the relationship and should contribute toward their marriage headedness, 

the effect of knowing each other for more than one year on hazard of marriage is actually 

negative (r= -.240, p<.05).  One possible explanation for this unexpected finding is that 

the population of respondents who had known each other for more than one year before 

pregnancy includes sufficient numbers of couples who at this point have already been 

together for years without marrying.  Among those who had known each other for more 

than one year at conception, the mean length of their acquaintance before pregnancy in 

years is 4.62, with a standard deviation of 4.25 years.  Of these couples, one third had 

been together 5 or more years and it may be that if these couples haven’t married each 

other already at this point, it is not for lack of investment of time in the relationship.  The 

fact that this component of the HMI predicts hazard of marriage (i.e. has an effect that is 

statistically significant) suggests it should be retained in the model, but it will need to be 

reverse scored.  Rather than removing this component from the HMI, therefore, the 

information it provides is retained by instead giving one point on the HMI to couples who 

have known each other for less than one year before pregnancy.  In summary, this leaves 

seven components in the Headed to Marriage Index, which will be measured on a scale of 

0 to 7 moving forward into the preliminary and main analyses of the study.  The final 

seven components that make up the HMI are: 

1. Low conflict 

2. Optimistic about marriage 

3. Know each other for less than one year before the pregnancy 

4. Living together 

5. Child has father’s name 

6. Pro-marriage attitudes 

7. Low mistrust of men  
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As a final check on the structure of the HMI after the three non-predictive 

variables are removed, the principal components analysis is re-run.  The component 

matrix is presented in Table 4.  Again, here the loadings of items on the first unrotated 

component are examined and items with a loading of under .35 are interpreted as being 

only modestly correlated with other items in that component, and items that have 

complex structure or load more strongly on the second or third components are also 

considered to be less strongly related to the other items in the first unrotated factor.  The 

results presented here are consistent with those in Table 2: the component variables of the 

HMI do not all load strongly and simply on the first unrotated factor, suggesting that 

these items should be treated as an index, rather than a scale, when used together in 

predictive models.  

 

Table 4.  Unrotated Component Matrix for the 7-Item HMI 

 
Component 

  1    2     3  

Low conflict .335 .454   

Optimistic about marriage .762    

Together more than year   .778   

Couple is cohabiting .641      

Baby has father’s name .585      

Pro-marriage    -.562 -.535   

Trusts men .341 .670   

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis 
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PRELIMINARY ANALYSES 

The results of preliminary analyses are presented in this section.  These analyses 

lay the groundwork for the main analyses of the study by describing the frequencies of 

the predictor variables and how they are distributed by race, and by determining how they 

are intercorrelated with each other.  The frequencies of the main predictors are presented 

first; these include the three obstacles to marriage and the seven items that make up the 

validated Headed to Marriage Index.  These frequencies reveal the extent to which 

couples in the sample are headed to marriage and they show how common the three 

obstacles to marriage are.  Next, differences among Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics in the 

prevalence and distribution of these variables are described.  Finally, zero-order 

correlations between marriage-headedness and each obstacle to marriage are presented to 

show how these variables are related to each other.   

The distribution of Headed to Marriage scores is displayed in Figure 1.  Actual 

HMI scores among the mothers in the sample range from zero to seven, with a mean of 

4.01.  The values of the skewness of the distribution (-.316) and the kurtosis (-.321) are 

low and within the range of –1.0 and +1.0, which is the rule of thumb for a normal 

distribution.  However, although the distribution is reasonably close to normal, the 

Kolmogorov-Smirnov statistic (.155, p<.001) indicates that the distribution is not in fact 

perfectly normal.   
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Figure 1. Distribution of HMI Scores among Sample Respondents

 

 

The group means for the Headed to Marriage Index and the frequencies of its 

component variables are reported in Table 4.  While the mean HMI score for the full 

sample is 4.01, White mothers and Hispanic mothers have higher mean HMI scores (4.46 

and 4.21 respectively) than Black mothers (3.77).  The difference between the mean HMI 

score of Black mothers and of White and Hispanic mothers is statistically significant 

(p<.05), while there is no significant difference in marriage headedness between the 

White and Hispanic mothers.   
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Table 5.  Sample Frequencies, Means, and Standard Deviations at Baseline,  

by Race  

 All 
Mothers 

White 
Mothers 

Black 
Mothers 

Hispanic 
Mothers 

 N=2,544 n=364 n=1,417 n=698 
Control variables     

Mother’s age at child’s birth  23.8 (5.55) 23.7 (5.37) 23.8 (5.58) 23.9 (5.63) 
Sex of the child (% male) 51.4% 50.0% 52.2% 51.0% 
Mother’s race/ethnicity     
Non-Hispanic White 14.3% 100% - - 
Non-Hispanic Black 55.7% - 100% - 
Hispanic 27.4% - - 100% 
Other 2.4% - - - 

Headed to Marriage Index     
Total score 4.01 (1.42) 4.46 (1.26) 3.77 (1.42) 4.21 (1.37) 
Component variables     
Relationship low in conflict  55.7% 59.6% 52.3% 60.7% 
Mother optimistic about marr.  67.2% 81.3% 61.9% 70.1% 
Couple lives together  57.5% 76.1% 46.2% 69.8% 
Baby has father’s surname 87.5% 89.0% 83.2% 95.1% 
Couple knew each other<year 16.3% 20.3% 14.7% 17.0% 
Mother pro-marriage attitudes 45.4% 35.4% 47.5% 46.0% 
Mother low in mistrust of men 70.9% 84.6% 71.6% 62.2% 

Obstacles to marriage     
Couple has education obstacle 45.7% 37.6% 41.7% 58.9% 

Mother’s education     
Less than HS 45.1% 37.6% 41.1% 58.2% 
High school or equiv. 28.8% 29.9% 32.2% 21.2% 
Some college/technical 23.4% 27.7% 23.7% 19.3% 
College or more 2.8% 4.7% 3.0% 1.3% 

Father’s education     
Less than HS 33.0% 29.0% 27.7% 46.3% 
High school or equiv. 38.0% 39.4% 42.4% 28.5% 
Some college/technical 18.5% 23.3% 19.1% 14.5% 
College or more 3.0% 4.9% 2.5% 2.4% 

Couple has poverty obstacle 42.6% 24.7% 47.7% 42.0% 
Poverty status (Household 
income/poverty threshold) 

    

0-49%  21.6% 11.0% 24.9% 20.5% 
50-99%  21.0% 13.7% 22.8% 21.5% 
100-199% 27.8% 30.2% 26.0% 30.9% 
200-299% 16.0% 22.0% 15.6% 13.5% 
300%+ 13.5% 23.1% 10.7% 13.6% 

Couple has multipartner fertility 
obstacle* 

61.6% 53.8% 68.2% 53.3% 

Mother has child by other 43.2% 37.9% 48.8% 35.2% 
Father has child by other 40.5% 35.2% 45.6% 34.4% 

*Measured at year 1 follow-up 

 

 



70 
 

Although there are only small differences in the extent to which Whites, Blacks, 

and Hispanics are headed to marriage (as captured by their mean HMI scores), an 

examination of the frequencies of the seven individual measures that make up the HMI 

reveals that there are notable differences by race in why couples would be considered 

headed to marriage.  Looking at the first column of results in Table 5, we see from the 

two indicators of relationship quality that most couples in the sample are low in conflict 

(about 56%) and that most mothers (67%) are optimistic that they will marry their baby’s 

father.   Comparing across race columns, however, we can see disparities; for example, 

whereas 81% of White mothers are optimistic about marrying their baby’s father only 

62% of Black mothers are optimistic.   

Turning next to the three indicators of investment in the relationship, we see in 

the first column of Table 5 that over half of the couples in the sample (58%) live together, 

that most (84%) of the mothers had known their baby’s father for more than one year 

before they became pregnant, and that most of the mothers (88%) planned to give their 

baby the father’s surname.  Here, too, there are differences by race.  Comparing across 

the three race/ethnicity columns, we see that most White (76%) and Hispanic (70%) 

mothers live with their baby’s father at the time of the child’s birth, but that the majority 

of Black mothers do not.  We also see that Hispanic mothers are somewhat more likely 

(95%) to plan to give their child the father’s surname than White (89%) or Black (83%) 

mothers. 

 Looking finally at the two indicators of the values and beliefs that guide the 

choices and behaviors of the mothers in our sample, we see that fewer than half of the 

mothers (45%) hold what would be considered pro-marriage attitudes, yet most (71%) do 
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not express high levels of mistrust in men.  But again, there are race differences.  Among 

the three groups, White mothers are the least pro-marriage, with 35% of them holding 

pro-marriage attitudes, compared with 48% of Black mothers and 46% of Hispanic 

mothers.  There are notable differences in the extent of gender mistrust as well; eighty-

five percent of White mothers are low in their mistrust of men, compared with 72% of 

Black mothers and 62% of Hispanic mothers.   

 In addition to the HMI, three other main predictor variables are included in these 

analyses; they are the three obstacles to marriage, and their distributions are shown in 

Table 5.  The first obstacle is low education, which here is defined as the mother having 

less than a high school education and/or the father having lower educational attainment 

than the mother.  Nearly half (45%) of the mothers and one third of the fathers in this 

sample have less than a high school education and together, education level is an obstacle 

to marriage for 46% of the couples in the sample.  Here too there are notable differences 

by race.  Low education is observed for the majority of Hispanic couples (59%), while it 

is observed for only 42% of Black couples and 38% of White couples.  The second 

obstacle to marriage is poverty, which affects 43% of the couples overall, but affects a 

higher proportion of Black and Hispanic couples than White couples.  Forty-eight percent 

of Black couples and 42% of Hispanic couples in the sample live in poverty, compared 

with 25% of White couples.  The third obstacle to marriage is multiple partner fertility, 

which affects 62% of the couples in the sample, but affects a higher proportion of Black 

couples (68%) than White (54%) and Hispanic couples (53%). 

To complete this set of preliminary analyses, bivariate relationships among the 

predictor variables are presented next.  Table 6 presents the bivariate correlations among 
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all of the original ten components of the Headed to Marriage Index (the three variables 

that were removed from the index are highlighted).  Following that, Table 7 presents the 

correlations among the obstacles to marriage, the HMI, and the individual components of 

the HMI.  These correlation coefficients measure the strength of the linear relationships 

between the pairs of variables.  Correlations among the components of the HMI are all 

weak (between ±0.20 to ±0.40) or very weak (between 0.0 and ±0.20).  Correlations 

between the HMI components and the obstacles to marriage are all very weak.  

 

Table 6. Bivariate Correlations among Components of the Headed to Marriage 

Index (N=2,544) 

 
High 

warmth 

 
Low 

conflict 

Optimistic 
about 

marriage 

Together 
less than 

year Cohabiting 

High warmth 1.00     

Low conflict .236*** 1.00    

Optimistic  .335*** .128*** 1.00   

Less than year  -.005 .011 -.010 1.00  

Cohabiting .152*** .056** .299*** -.017 1.00 

Father’s name .130*** .060** .240*** -.030 .201*** 

Pro-marriage .014 .011 .126*** .017 .020 

Traditional .016 .029 .008 .003 .010 

Trusts men .132*** .091*** .172*** .003 .048* 

Church weekly .001 .036 .011 -.042* -.083*** 

      
 Father’s 

name 
Pro-

marriage 
Traditional 

gender 
Trusts men Church 

weekly 

Father’s name 1.00     

Pro-marriage .032 1.00    

Traditional  .007 .143*** 1.00   

Trusts men .035 -.041* -.136*** 1.00  

Church weekly .008 .134*** .085*** -.016 1.00 

Levels of significance: *p≤.05  **p≤.01  ***p≤.001 
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Table 7. Bivariate Correlations among Obstacles to Marriage and  

the Headed to Marriage Index and its Components (N=2,544) 
 Obstacles to Marriage 

 Low education MPF Poverty 

HMI -.087*** -.116*** -.180*** 

High warmth -.027 -.060** -.073*** 

Low conflict -.023 -.041* -.076*** 

Optimistic marr -.082*** -.118*** -.137*** 

Together < year  .032 .011 -.020 

Cohabiting .001 -.060** -.129*** 

Father’s name -.025 -.069** -.071*** 

Pro-marriage -.009 -.020 -.004 

Traditional .108*** -.008 .063** 

Trusts men -.159*** -.068** -.124*** 

Church weekly -.063** .005 .013 

Levels of significance: *p≤.05  **p≤.01  ***p≤.001 

 

 

STUDY 1: DESCRIBING EVENT OCCURRENCE AND ESTIMATING THE SURVIVAL 

FUNCTION  

In Study 1, univariate descriptive statistics are obtained to explore the question of 

whether and when unmarried couples marry each other during the first five years of their 

child’s life (Research Question 1).  This study is approached in two steps: first, life table 

estimates are presented for the distribution of survival time — that is, time to marriage — 

among the sample of mothers, and second, a comparison is made of the time to marriage 

experience of mothers with different levels of the main predictors in the study: the HMI 

and the three obstacles to marriage. 
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Life Table Estimates 

The life table technique is a method for describing the survival experience of a 

population (Lee & Wang, 2003).  In this study, the survival experience refers to the 

length of time in months that a couple remains unmarried to each other after their baby’s 

birth.  A life table enables the use of data from all mothers in the sample — including 

those who married, those who did not marry by year five but remained in the study, and 

those who dropped out of the study before year five without having married at that point 

— to describe the distribution of marriage across the five years of the study.  For each 

interval of time (here measured in months), the life table presents the number of women 

“at risk” for marriage, which in this case is the number of women who are unmarried and 

still in the study during that month, and the number of women who marry or are censored 

(drop out of the study) in the interval.  These statistics are used to calculate a hazard rate 

for each interval of time, which is a mother’s potential for marrying in that month, given 

that she has survived (i.e. she is in the study and has not yet married) to the beginning of 

that month.  

Table 8 presents the life table in six month intervals.  It shows that of the 2,544 

mothers in the sample, 502 mothers (20%) marry their baby’s father by year 5.  It also 

reveals that most mothers who marry their baby’s father do so sooner rather than later in 

those first five years.  Of the mothers who marry the father in the first five years, 197 

(39%) of them do so during the first year of their baby’s life and more than half (266 or 

53%) do so by the time the child is 18 months old.  Still, many mothers who do not marry 

their baby’s father in the first two years of their child’s life do go on to marry the father 

eventually.  Ninety-one mothers marry the baby’s father during the child’s second year of 
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life (months 24 to 35) and 103 mothers marry their baby’s father in the child’s third, 

fourth, or fifth year of life (months 36 and beyond).  
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Table 8: Cumulative Proportion of Mothers Marrying their Baby’s Father in Six Month Intervals 

Interval 
start time 
in 
months 

Number  
of mothers 
entering 
interval 

Number 
with- 
drawing 
during 
interval 

Number 
exposed to 
risk of 
marriage 

Number 
of 
terminal 
events 

Propor- 
tion 
terminat- 
ing 

Propor- 
tion  
surviving 

Cumulative 
proportion 
surviving at 
end of 
interval  
(std error) 

Probability 
density  
(std error) 

Hazard 
rate (std 
error) 

0 2544 0 2544.0 96 .04 .96 .96 (.10) .006 (.001) .01 (.00) 

6 2448 6 2445.0 101 .04 .96 .92 (.13) .007 (.001) .01 (.00) 

12 2341 49 2316.5 69 .03 .97 .90 (.16) .005 (.001) .01 (.00) 

18 2223 20 2213.0 42 .02 .98 .88 (.21) .003 (.001) .00 (.00) 

24 2161 0 2161.0 51 .02 .98 .86 (.24) .003 (.001) .00 (.00) 

30 2110 61 2079.5 40 .02 .98 .84 (.27) .003 (.001) .00 (.00) 

36 2009 89 1964.5 27 .01 .99 .83 (.31) .002 (.001) .00 (.00) 

42 1893 15 1885.5 23 .01 .99 .82 (.35) .002 (.001) .00 (.00) 

48 1855 0 1855.0 27 .01 .99 .81 (.38) .002 (.001) .00 (.00) 

54 1828 449 1603.5 20 .01 .99 .80 (.41) .002 (.001) .00 (.00) 

60 1359 1192 763.0 6 .01 .99 .79 (.52) .001 (.001) .00 (.00) 

66 161 157 82.5 0 .00 1.00 .79 (.61) .000 (.000) .00 (.00) 

72 4 4 2.0 0 .00 1.00 .79 (.69) .000 (.000) .00 (.00) 
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For each time interval, information about the number of mothers at risk and the 

proportion who survive the interval without marrying is used to estimate the conditional 

probability of survival (non-marriage) through the interval (Hosmer, Lemeshow, & May, 

2008).  Successive multiplication of these conditional probabilities provides an estimate 

of the overall survival function, which is the probability that a woman in the sample 

remains unmarried longer than a specified time.  The life table estimate of the survival 

function for the sample is presented in Figure 2.  The estimate is based on grouped data 

(i.e. six months intervals) and so the survival function is here displayed as a step function.  

As a probability, the survival function is bounded by 0, meaning a person will assuredly 

marry during the interval, and 1, meaning a person will assuredly survive the interval 

without marrying (Singer & Willett, 2003).  At the time of the child’s birth, nobody in the 

sample has yet married; everyone is “surviving” and so the survival curve begins at 1. 

Over time, as couples marry, the survival curve declines from 1 toward 0, though for any 

given sample a survival curve will not likely actually reach 0 unless everyone in the 

sample experiences the event, and the same is true for this sample.  The value of the 

survival function at the last time interval estimates the proportion of the population that 

will survive past this last interval.  The estimated survival function for this sample 

descends no lower than .80, reflecting the fact that only 20% of the sample marry by year 

5 and 80% do not marry at all across the five years of the study.  The dashed lines in 

Figure 2 illustrate that half of those who marry within the five years do so by 18 months, 

with the other half doing so over the remaining years. 
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Figure 2: Life Table Estimate of the Survival Function  

 
 

A complement to the survival function is the hazard function, which is the unique 

risk of marriage associated with each time period, given that the individual has not yet 

married (or been censored) up until that specific time (Kleinbaum, 1996; Singer & 

Willett, 2003).  The hazard function can be interpreted as the rate of marriage behavior 

across the five years of the study and it enables one to identify time intervals in which 

marriage is more or less common.  Figure 3 illustrates again what was shown by the 

survival function, which is that marriage is most common across the first two years after 

the baby’s birth, and is particularly likely to occur within the first six months after the 

child’s birth if it occurs at all.  There is also a small spike in marriage behavior around 24 

months, which may reflect parents feeling a pro-family building urge in response to their 
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growing child’s second birthday.  After the initial two years, the risk of marriage 

decreases. 

 

Figure 3: Hazard of Marriage 

 
 

 
The relationship between main predictors and time to marriage 

In the second step of study 1, the time-to-marriage experience of mothers with 

different scores on the Headed to Marriage Index and the three obstacles to marriage are 

compared in order to assess the univariate relationships between these predictors and the 

transition to marriage.  Though theory suggests that these predictors should be associated 

with hazard of marriage, this process helps to decide empirically whether to include them 

in the multivariate models.  Predictors will be included in the multivariate analyses if 
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significance tests of the univariate relationships between the predictors and the hazard of 

marriage test yield p-values of 0.2 or less (UCLA Academic Technology Services, 2010).  

Relationship between the Headed to Marriage Index and marriage 

The relationship between HMI score and marriage is depicted by Figure 4, which 

shows the proportions of mothers who marry their baby’s father during the five years of 

the study, by HMI score.  The results indicate that the higher the HMI score, the greater 

the proportion of mothers who marry.  Fewer than 10% of mothers with HMI scores in 

the range of 0-3 marry, whereas more than 30% of mothers with the highest scores (6 and 

7) do so.   

 

Figure 4. Percent of Mothers Who Married by Year 5, by HMI Score 

 

 
 

Figure 5 is a plot of the survival curves by HMI score.  These survival curves are 

obtained using Kaplan-Meier estimation, which, like the life table method, is an approach 

to estimating the survival function in the presence of censored cases.  It should be noted 
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that in contrast to the survival curve produced by the life table method presented in 

Figure 2, these estimates are not based on grouped data (that is, on six months intervals) 

and so the survival curves in Figure 5 take on a different appearance because the steps are 

less pronounced.  The estimates are nevertheless comparable.  Visual inspection of these 

survival curves, with the curve for each successive HMI score stacked below that for the 

preceding HMI score, suggests that the more “headed to marriage” a mother is, the higher 

her hazard of marriage.  A univariate Cox proportional hazard regression analysis 

confirms that this overall pattern is statistically significant (b=.335, p<.001).   

 

Figure 5: Kaplan Meier Estimate of Survival Function, by HMI score 

 

 HMI=1 

  HMI=2 

 HMI=7 

 HMI=6 

 HMI=5 

 HMI=4 

 HMI=3 

 HMI=0 
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To analyze this pattern further, standardized HMI scores (z-scores) are calculated 

for each mother in the sample and mothers are then divided into three groups based on 

their z-score: those with a z-score less than -1 are considered low-HMI, those with a z-

score greater than 1 are considered high-HMI, and the rest are considerate moderate-HMI.  

Descriptive statistics show that among mothers who eventually marry, those with low 

HMI scores (less than one standard deviation below the mean HMI score) marry 26 

months after their baby’s birth on average, while those with high HMI scores (over one 

standard deviation above the mean) marry sooner, an average of 16 months after their 

baby’s birth.  Those with HMI scores that are within one standard deviation above and 

below the mean marry at an intermediate speed, 21 months after birth on average.  To test 

the statistical significance of the difference between the high and low HMI groups, a non-

parametric Mann-Whitney U test is used because the Headed to Marriage Index is not 

normally distributed.  The test statistic, 38,566, is significant at p<.001, confirming that 

HMI score is related to the timing of marriage among those who do marry; mothers with 

high HMI scores marry significantly sooner than mothers with low HMI scores. 

This series of analyses indicates that marriage headedness, as captured by the 

HMI score, is associated with whether and when couples marry: the higher the HMI score 

the higher the proportion of mothers who marry their baby’s father at some point across 

the first five years of their baby’s life.  Kaplan Meier survival curves show a clear and 

distinct pattern: hazard of marriage increases as marriage-headedness increases.  And 

among mothers who marry, those with higher HMI scores do so sooner after their baby’s 

birth than mothers with lower HMI scores.     
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Relationships between the obstacles to marriage and marriage 

The three other main predictors in these analyses are the three obstacles to 

marriage: low education, poverty, and multiple partner fertility.  Kaplan-Meier curves are 

estimated for each obstacle to test for associations between the obstacles and the hazard 

of marriage.  The results are shown in Figures 6-8.   First, Figure 6 compares the survival 

curve of mothers who have low education as an obstacle to marriage with that of 

mothers who do not face this obstacle.  Results indicate that mothers with low education 

have a lower hazard of marriage across the first five years of their baby’s life.  Mothers 

with this obstacle (represented by the lighter grey survival curve) have an average 

survival time of 65 months, while mothers without the obstacle (represented by the black 

curve) have a lower average survival time of 61 months.  The significance of the 

difference between the two survival curves is tested using the log-rank test, a statistical 

test based on the comparison of the observed number of events (marriages) and the 

expected number of events at each time interval (Hosmer, Lemeshow, & May, 2008).  

While the difference in mean survival times is small (about 4 months), a log-rank test of 

the equality of the two survival curves confirms that the difference is statistically 

significant (Χ2=21.8, p<.001). 
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Figure 6: Kaplan Meier Estimate of the Survival Function, by Education Status 

 

 

Figure 7 compares the survival curves of mothers by poverty status and shows 

that women in poverty have a lower hazard of marriage than women above the poverty 

line.  Women in poverty (represented by the lighter grey survival curve) have a longer 

average survival time (66 months) than those who are not in poverty (59 months) and the 

difference is statistically significant (Χ2=40.4, p<.001). 
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Figure 7: Kaplan Meier Estimate of the Survival Function, by Poverty Status 

 
 
 

Figure 8 shows the survival curve of mothers who have multiple partner fertility 

in their relationship with the baby’s father as compared with the survival curve of 

mothers without multiple partner fertility in their relationship.  We can see that women 

with multiple partner fertility (represented by the lighter grey survival curve) have a 

lower hazard of marriage overall and a longer average survival time (64 months) than 

women without multiple partner fertility (59 months).  Again, the difference is small but 

statistically significant (Χ2 =18.8, p<.001). 
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Figure 8: Kaplan Meier Estimate of the Survival Function, by Multiple Partner 

Fertility Status 

 

 

The association between race/ethnicity and marriage 

Race/ethnicity is introduced into the models of this study as a control variable 

because it is hypothesized to be related to the transition to marriage and so its effect must 

be controlled for in order to accurately measure the effects of the HMI and the obstacles 

on the transition to marriage.  Though race is not a predictor variable in this study, it 

plays such an important role in the transition to marriage, as described in chapters one 

and two, that it may be instructive to explore the association between race and marriage 

in this sample before proceeding with the multivariate analyses.  Figure 9 displays the 
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cumulative proportion of mothers marrying across the first five years of their baby’s life 

for all mothers in the sample and separately for White, Black, and Hispanic mothers.  The 

data reveal the disparity by race/ethnicity in the proportion of mothers who eventually 

marry the fathers of their babies.  Whereas 31% of White mothers in the sample marry 

their baby’s father by year 5, only 13% of Black mothers do so.  Hispanic mothers are a 

little less likely to marry than White mothers, with just over a quarter (27%) marrying by 

year five.   

 

Figure 9: Cumulative Proportion of Mothers who Marry, by Race/Ethnicity 

 

 

 

Figure 10 shows the survival curves by race.  White mothers have the shortest 

survival time, marrying at an average of 55 months, while Black mothers marry nearly a 
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year later on average (66 months).  Hispanic mothers fall in between; they marry on 

average at 60 months.  This overall pattern is statistically significant (Χ2 =79.9, p<.001). 

 

Figure 10. Kaplan Meier Estimate of the Survival Function, by Race/Ethnicity 

 

 

Summary 

These univariate analyses indicate that the Headed to Marriage Index, low 

education, poverty, and multiple partner fertility are each associated with hazard of 

marriage.  The HMI has a statistically significant direct relationship to hazard of marriage, 

while the three obstacles to marriage have significant inverse relationships to hazard of 
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marriage.  In all cases, significance tests of these relationships yielded p-values under 0.2, 

which was the threshold for inclusion in the multivariate models, and so all predictors 

will be included in the multivariate analyses in Study 2.  

 

STUDY 2: MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS 

Why is it that four out of five mothers in the sample do not marry?  The second 

study addresses this question by testing the hypothesis that the higher a couple scores on 

the Headed to Marriage Index, the more likely they will be to marry in the first five years 

of their child’s life, but that obstacles to marriage may impede their transition to marriage 

during this time.  Using Cox proportional hazard regression modeling, a series of models 

are built to test the influence of the Headed to Marriage Index and the obstacles to 

marriage on the hazard of marriage, controlling for mother’s race, age at child’s birth, 

and sex of the child, which are all known to be associated with the transition to marriage.   

 The first series of models addresses Research Question 2 by testing the 

relationship between predictors of marriage and hazard of marriage (Research Question 

2: Do relationship quality, investment in the relationship, and guiding values and beliefs 

together predict how long unmarried couples with a newborn remain unmarried to each 

other across the first five years of their child’s life?).  The first model in this series 

(Model 1) is simply the bivariate relationship between the Headed to Marriage Index and 

the hazard of marriage.  To this first model, the control variables (mother’s age at birth, 

sex of the child, and mother’s race) are added (Model 2).  The next three models include 

the seven components of the HMI in place of the HMI:  first the two measures of 

relationship quality (low conflict and optimism about marriage) are modeled with the 
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control variables (Model 3), then the three measures of investment in the relationship 

(couple was together less than a year before becoming pregnant, couple is cohabiting, and 

child uses father’s last name) are modeled (Model 4), and then the two measures of 

attitudes toward marriage (pro-marriage and trusts men) are modeled in Model 5.  In the 

final model in the series, Model 6, the seven components of the HMI are all added 

together.  The results are presented in Table 9. 

The bivariate relationship shown in Model 1 indicates that the relative risk of 

marriage increases by 58% for every one point increase in the HMI scale.  This 

relationship is fairly stable after controlling for mother’s race, age at birth, and sex of the 

child; the addition of the control variables reduces the effect of the HMI only slightly to a 

56% increase in risk of marriage for every one point increase in the HMI.  The addition 

of the control variables increases the fit of the model, determined by likelihood ratio tests. 

Models 3 through 6 are an exploration of the effects of the seven components of the HMI 

tested as individual variables.  In Model 3, both measures of relationship quality are 

found to predict hazard of marriage when entered with the control variables.  Mothers 

with average or lower-than-average levels of conflict in their relationship with their 

baby’s father have a 38% higher relative risk of marriage compared with mothers with 

higher than average levels of conflict. Mothers who feel optimistic about marriage are 

indeed more likely to marry; their risk of marriage is 2.87 times higher than mothers who 

are not optimistic.  In Model 4, all three of the measures of investment in the relationship 

(with controls) are found to be related to hazard of marriage.  Mothers who are cohabiting 

with their baby’s father have a relative risk of marriage that is 2.24 times higher than 

mothers who are not living with the father, and relative risk for mothers who gave their 
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baby the father’s name is double what it is for mothers who did not.  As described earlier, 

contrary to the initial hypothesis, knowing the baby’s father for less than one year before 

becoming pregnant increases the hazard of marriage; mothers who knew their child’s 

father for less than a year before pregnancy have a 28% higher relative risk of marriage 

than mothers who knew the baby’s father for more than a year.  The attitudinal variables 

in Model 5 are also predictive of marriage.  Having pro-marriage attitudes is associated 

with a 51% increase in relative risk of marriage, while having relatively low mistrust of 

men is associated with a 57% increase.  When all seven components of the HMI are 

entered into the equation together with the control variables (Model 6), the strength of the 

effects for all seven of the HMI components decreases somewhat but the direction of the 

effects remains the same and they all retain significance.  

Among the control variables, sex of the child is not significant in any of the 

models.  Mother’s age at the time of the child’s birth is significant, except in Model 4, 

and positive, though the effect is weak.  As expected, the effect of race is strong; in the 

final model (Model 6) Black mothers have a 36% lower risk of marriage relative to White 

mothers.  Being Hispanic has no significant effect on hazard of marriage, relative to 

being White, in these models. 
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Table 9. Cox Regression Estimates of the Effects of the Headed to Marriage Index 

and its Components on Hazard of Marriage (N=2,544) 

MODEL  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

HMI 1.58*** 1.56***  

Low Conflict  1.38** 1.35** 

Optimistic Marr  2.87*** 2.09*** 

Less Than Year  1.31* 1.28* 

Cohabiting  2.24*** 1.89*** 

Dads Name  2.01** 1.62* 

Pro Marriage  1.51*** 1.40*** 

Trust Men  1.57*** 1.33** 

Control Variables   
Mother’s age at 
birth  1.02* 1.02* 1.01 1.02* 1.02* 

Sex of child  1.02 1.03 1.05 1.03 1.02 

Mother’s race    

(White)   

Black  .60*** .61*** .62*** .53*** .64*** 

Hispanic  1.11 1.19 1.07 1.21 1.12 

Other  .94 .94 .90 .90 .94 

-2 log-likelihood 7,549 7,515 7,567 7,579 7,636 7,497 

Χ
2
 

162.6*** 
(df=1) 

192.0*** 
(df=6) 

140.8*** 
(df=7) 

132.6*** 
 (df=8) 

84.3*** 
(df=7) 

203.0*** 
(df=12) 

Levels of significance: *p≤.05,  **p≤.01,  ***p≤.001 
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 The second series of models addresses Research Question 3 by testing the 

relationship between obstacles to marriage and hazard of marriage (Research Question 3: 

Does the presence of obstacles to marriage slow the transition to marriage?).  Here the 

three obstacles to marriage, low education, multiple partner fertility, and poverty are 

combined, one at a time, with the control variables to assess the effect of each individual 

obstacle on the hazard of marriage (Models, 7, 8, and 9, respectively).  Then the three 

obstacles to marriage are modeled together with the control variables in Model 10.  In the 

final model of this series, Model 11, the HMI is added to the equation.  The results are 

shown in Table 10. 

 As hypothesized, all three obstacles to marriage reduce the risk of marriage.  Low 

education and the control variables are included together in Model 7.  Women who face 

this obstacle to marriage have a relative risk of marriage that is 35% lower than women 

who do not.  The test of the effect of multiple partner fertility and the control variables 

(Model 8) shows that this too stands as an obstacle to marriage; women who have 

multiple partner fertility in their relationship with their baby’s father have a 32% lower 

risk of marriage than women who do not.  The test of the effect of poverty plus controls 

shows that poverty also presents an obstacle by reducing the relative risk of marriage by 

42% compared with women who do not live in poverty.  When all three obstacles are 

included together (Model 10), the fit of the model is improved as indicated by likelihood 

ratio tests and the size of the effects are lowered (from .65 to .74 for low education, 

from .68 to .73 for MPF, and from .58 to .63 for poverty).  The final model (Model 11) is 

a test of whether low education, multiple partner fertility, and poverty continue to disrupt 

the transition to marriage when adjusting for the marriage-promoting effects of the HMI.  
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The results show that they do.  When the HMI is entered into the equation with the 

obstacles to marriage and the controls, it lowers the effect of the obstacles (and improves 

the fit of the model) but the obstacles continue to reduce the hazard of marriage. 
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Table 10. Cox Regression Estimates of the Effects of the Obstacles to Marriage on Hazard  

of Marriage (N=2,544) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

MODEL (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) 

HMI 1.52*** 

Obstacles to Marriage 

Low Education .65*** .74** .76** 

MPF .68*** .73** .78** 

Poverty .58*** .63*** .72** 

Control Variables 

Mother’s age at birth 1.01 1.03** 1.01 1.02* 1.02** 

Sex of child 1.05 1.05 1.05 1.04 1.00 

Mother’s race  

(White) 

Black .60*** .57*** .58*** .65*** .69** 

Hispanic 1.40** 1.15 1.24 1.39** 1.30* 

Other .95 .88 .83 .89 .95 

-2 log-likelihood 7,655 7,657 7,640 7,619 7,481 

Χ
2
 

65.6*** 
(df=6) 

65.5*** 
(df=6) 

80.3*** 
(df=6) 

100.2*** 
(df=8) 

220.6*** 
  (df=9) 

Levels of significance: *p≤.05,  **p≤.01,  ***p≤.001 
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The third and final series of models addresses Research Question 4 by testing 

whether there is an interactive effect between the Headed to Marriage Index and the 

obstacles to marriage on the hazard of marriage (Research Question 4: Do the 

determinants of marriage and obstacles to marriage interact in their effect on time to 

marriage?).  In a series of three models, interaction terms (HMI×obstacle) are introduced 

to assess whether the effect that each obstacle has on the hazard of marriage differs 

depending on the extent to which the couple is headed toward marriage (i.e. their score 

on the HMI).  It was hypothesized that obstacles to marriage matter more for couples 

with higher scores on the HMI because they, more so than couples with lower HMI 

scores, are on the path toward marriage and therefore vulnerable to its pitfalls.  Couples 

with lower HMI scores are less headed toward marriage in the first place due to some 

combination of their poor relationship quality, minimal investment in the relationship, 

and negative attitudes toward marriage, and so for them, low education, poverty, and 

multiple partner fertility would be less important influences on the transition to marriage.   

Table 11 shows the results of the tests of interactions between the HMI and each 

of the three obstacles to marriage. The data support the hypothesis for the relationship 

between poverty status and HMI score, but not for that between education level and HMI 

or multiple partner fertility and HMI.   The results show that the negative effect of 

poverty on the hazard of marriage increases in strength as HMI score increases.  For 

mothers who are in relationships that have more of the affective, attitudinal, and/or 

investment qualities that tend to support the transition to marriage, being in poverty is 

more of an obstacle to them marrying than it is for mothers who have fewer of these pro-

nuptial qualities.  For example, among mothers with an HMI score of 1, those in poverty 
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have about a 15% lower risk of marriage than those who are not in poverty.  By contrast, 

among mothers with an HMI of 7, those in poverty have a 67% lower risk of marriage 

than those who aren’t in poverty (see Figure 11). 

 
 

Table 11. Cox Regression Estimates of the Interactive Effects of the Headed to  

Marriage Index and Obstacles to Marriage on Hazard of Marriage (N=2,544) 

 

 MODEL (12) (13) (14) 

HMI 1.58*** 1.53*** 1.62*** 

Obstacles to Marriage 

Low Education .88 

MPF .65 

Poverty 1.38 

Interactions 

HMI*Low Education .95 

HMI*MPF 1.02 

HMI*Poverty .85* 

Control Variables 

Mother’s age at birth 1.02 1.03** 1.01* 

Sex of child 1.02 1.02 1.02 

Mother’s race  

(White) 

Black .65*** .63*** .63*** 

Hispanic 1.30* 1.09 1.18 

Other .98 .96 .89 

-2 log-likelihood 7,500 7,503 7,491 

Χ
2
 

211.8*** 
(df=8) 

205.4*** 
(df=8) 

231.6*** 
(df=8) 

Levels of significance: *p≤.05,  **p≤.01,  ***p≤.001 
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Figure 11.  Interactive Effect of Poverty and HMI Score on Risk of Marriage: 

Percent Reduction in Risk of Marriage for Mothers in Poverty, by HMI Score 

 

 

 

 

Figure 12. Percent of Mothers Who Married by Year 5, by Poverty Status, by HMI 

Score 
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Another way to look at this interactive effect is to re-examine the relationship 

between HMI score and marriage that was depicted in Figure 4 by adding poverty status 

as an additional layer of data.  Figure 12 shows the proportions of mothers who marry 

their baby’s father during the five years of the study, by poverty status within each HMI 

score.  The results indicate that for HMI scores of 3 and higher, the higher the score, the 

greater the disparity between mothers in poverty and those not in poverty, with those not 

in poverty being increasingly more likely to marry than those who are in poverty.   

As a check on these findings, Models 12-14 were run on a subsample of the data 

that included only mothers with low HMI scores (less than one standard deviation below 

the mean HMI score) or high HMI scores (over one standard deviation above the mean), 

to see if an interactive effect could be detected if the data were limited to two groups who, 

relative to each other, were clearly headed to marriage or not headed to marriage.  The 

results (not shown here) confirmed that there is an interactive effect between poverty and 

HMI, but no interactive effect between the HMI and education or multiple partner 

fertility. 

 

MISSING DATA ANALYSIS 

 Cases that were missing data were treated in one of two ways in this study.  First, 

for cases that were missing data on control variables or on the variables that make up the 

Headed to Marriage Index, data were imputed to the mean value for the socioeconomic 

subgroup of the mother.  The mother’s socioeconomic subgroup was a constructed 

variable based on a combination of her education level and her poverty level; twenty 

socioeconomic categories were identified based on a combination of the four education 
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levels and five poverty categories used in this study.   Missing data represented less than 

2% of the cases on all control variables and components of the Headed to Marriage index.  

Dummy variables that were coded as 1 if data were imputed for the corresponding 

variable were added to model number 6 (results not shown) to test the effect of the 

imputations on the dependent variable; none of these variables had statistically significant 

effects on hazard of marriage. 

Second, for cases in which the mother did not meet the relationship status criteria, 

was lost to follow up after the baseline interview, or was missing data on the obstacles to 

marriage, which are the key predictor variables, the respondent was dropped from the 

sample.  The exclusion of cases from the analytical sample can introduce bias if the cases 

that are omitted differ from the cases included in the analyses in ways that matter to the 

results.  To assess the impact that excluded cases may have on these analyses, the types 

of missing data in this sample are described here and a comparison of key variables is 

made between excluded and included cases (results are summarized in Table 12). 

Relationship Status Exclusion 

 The first category of cases excluded from the sample comprises mothers who do 

not meet the relationship status criteria.  The study is limited to mothers who are 

unmarried and romantically involved with their baby’s father at baseline.  As described 

above, 1,867 mothers in the Fragile Families study are left out of our analytical sample 

because at baseline they are either married to their baby’s father or no longer in a 

romantic relationship with him (or because the data on their marriage date is inconsistent 

or inaccurate). 
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Compared with those in the sample, mothers who are married to the baby’s father 

and therefore excluded from the study are about 5 years older on average, are less likely 

to be low in conflict, have more favorable attitudes toward marriage, lower mistrust of 

men, and are less likely to have known their baby’s father for under one year before 

becoming pregnant.  The married mothers are more highly educated than the study 

sample, a much higher proportion of them (42%) are White (as compared with 14% in the 

study sample), and they are much less likely to be in poverty and to have multiple partner 

fertility.  These differences are statistically significant at the p<.01 or p<.001 level.  No 

comparison is made between this group and the sample group on their level of optimism 

about marriage (because they are already married and were not asked that survey 

question), or on whether they are living with the baby’s father or have given the child the 

father’s name (which are hallmarks of marriage and not a meaningful comparison).  

Mothers who are not in a romantic relationship with the baby’s father and 

therefore excluded from the study do not differ significantly from those in the study 

sample in their age at baby’s birth, their race, or their education level.  They are, however, 

more likely to have known the baby’s father for less than a year before becoming 

pregnant (p<.001), and to have less favorable attitudes toward marriage (p<.05) and a 

higher level of gender mistrust (p<.001).  They are also somewhat more likely to be in 

poverty (p<.01) and are more likely to have multiple partner fertility (p<.001). 

Lost to Follow Up 

 A second group of cases that are excluded from the sample are the 221 mothers 

who were lost to follow up after the baseline survey.  The survival analysis techniques 

used to analyze data in this study enable us to make good use of information from 
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mothers who participated in the baseline survey but were then missing from the study 

during one or even two of the three follow up waves, but mothers for whom we only have 

baseline data do not contribute information that can help us to understand marriage 

behavior across the remaining years of the study, and so they are eliminated from the 

analysis. 

 These mothers are on average about two years older than those in the study 

sample (p<.001).  They are less trusting of men (p<.01), yet are more likely to hold pro-

marriage attitudes (p<.01).  They are less likely to be low in conflict with the baby’s 

father (p<.05), and are less likely to be living together with him or to have given the baby 

his name (both p<.001), and are less optimistic about their chances of one day marrying 

him (p<.001).  These mothers are more likely to be Hispanic or non-Hispanic White, and 

are less likely to be Black, as compared with those in the sample (p<.001).  This group 

also includes a higher proportion of mothers with a college degree or more.  No 

differences are found in their poverty level.  Because these women participated in the 

baseline survey only, and the survey question about multiple partner fertility was asked in 

the first follow-up survey, we do not have data to compare them to mothers in the sample 

with regard to their experience of multiple partner fertility. 

Missing on Key Variables 

 The final category of missingness comprises cases that are missing data on the 

three obstacles to marriage: education level, poverty level, and multiple partner fertility. 

Because the obstacles to marriage are key predictors in these analyses, the 266 cases with 

missing data on them are omitted from the sample and the analyses are run on the cases 

that remain.  Mothers who fall into this category are about the same age at the time of 
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their child’s birth as mothers in the sample.  There is also no statistically significant 

difference in the race and ethnicity makeup of the two groups.  These mothers are less 

likely to be optimistic about marriage (p<.01) and less likely to have a low level of 

mistrust of men (p<.01).  They are less likely to have given the baby the father’s name 

(p<.01) and somewhat less likely to have known him for less than a year before becoming 

pregnant (p<.01).  No differences, compared to the study sample, are found in these 

mothers’ pro-marriage attitudes, their level of conflict with the baby’s father, or the 

likelihood that they live with the baby’s father. 

Summary of Missing Data 

 The exclusion of mothers who were married or not in a romantic relationship with 

their baby’s father, mothers who were lost to follow up after the baseline survey, and 

mothers who were missing data on the three obstacles to marriage yielded a study sample 

that differs from the original Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing sample.  Overall, 

mothers who were excluded from these analyses were about three years older at the time 

of their baby’s birth than those remaining in the study sample (p<.001).  A much higher 

proportion of those who were excluded were White and a lower proportion were Black, 

as compared to those who were included in the analyses (p<.001).  Finally, excluded 

mothers were somewhat less likely to have known their baby’s father for less than a year 

before becoming pregnant (p<.01), and a higher proportion of them hold pro-marriage 

attitudes (p<.01).  No difference is found between the two groups on gender mistrust.  

For the remaining variables, no overall comparison between the two groups can be made 

because in each case the information is not available from mothers in one or more of the 

exclusion categories.
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Table 12.  Comparison of Mothers in the Sample with Those Excluded from the Sample, by Reason for Exclusion 
  Excluded from Sample 

 
In Sample Married 

Not 

romantic 

Lost to  

follow up 

Missing on 

key variables 

Total 

Excluded 

 N=2,544 n=1,215 n=652 n=221 n=266 n=2,354 

Control variables       
Mother’s age at baseline 23.8  29.3*** 23.9 26.3*** 24.5 26.9*** 
Mother’s race/ethnicity  ***  ***  *** 

White 14.3% 41.9% 16.4% 18.6% 11.7% 29.1% 
Black 55.7% 25.0% 54.9% 43.9% 58.6% 38.9% 
Hispanic 27.4% 25.4% 25.5% 31.2% 25.2% 26.0% 
Other 2.4% 7.5% 2.8% 5.9% 4.1% 5.7% 

Baby’s sex (% male) 51.4% 53.2% 52.8% 50.1% 54.5%* 52.9% 

HMI components       
Low conflict 55.7% 23.8%*** - 42.1%* 53.8% - 
Optimism marriage 67.2% - - 38.5%*** 56.4** - 
Couple lives together 57.5% - - 46.0%*** 57.9 - 
Baby has father’s name  87.5% - - 77.3%*** 80.6%** - 
Known <12 months  16.3% 3.9%*** 30.5%*** 15.8% 13.5%** 13.3%** 
Pro marriage attitudes 45.4% 66.4%*** 39.3%* 55.7%** 45.9% 55.5%** 
Low mistrust of men 70.9% 81.0%** 54.0%*** 57.0%** 62.0%** 69.5% 

Obstacles to marriage       
Mother’s education  ***  ***   

Less than HS 45.1% 18.8% 48.0% 46.4% - - 
HS or equivalent 28.8% 17.9% 25.8% 25.0% - - 
Some college/tech 23.4% 28.8% 23.0% 18.6% - - 
College or more 2.8% 34.5% 3.2% 10.0% - - 

In poverty 42.6% 12.6%*** 49.1%** 40.5% - - 
MPF 61.6% 26.7%*** 73.0%*** - - - 

Levels of significance: *p≤.05,  **p≤.01,  ***p≤.001



105 
 

 

Chapter 5: Conclusions 
 
 

Marriage is highly valued in America and people across the social spectrum say 

that marriage is the ideal setting in which to raise children.  Yet marriage is losing its 

place as the main stage for childbearing and Americans are spending a decreasing 

proportion of their lives married and giving birth to an increasing proportion of their 

children outside of the institution.  This trend is particularly pronounced among African 

Americans, the poor, and those with low education.  Unmarried couples in the Fragile 

Families and Child Wellbeing Study are no exception in this regard; at the time of their 

child’s birth, the majority of the couples say they want to marry each other and feel 

optimistic that they will do so, yet five years later, most remain unmarried to each other.   

The literature on marriage and nonmarital childbearing, reviewed in Chapter 2, 

offers clues about why some unmarried couples with a child will marry each other while 

others never will.  The literature tells us that marriage is both an economic contract 

between partners and a social expression of their affection and commitment for each 

other.  It tells us that the essence of marriage is a committed, romantic relationship and 

that the function of marriage is to ensure access to a mate’s resources, particularly for the 

protection and care of children.  The literature also suggests that to understand marriage 

behavior we must look at three levels of influence: the personal traits of the two 

individuals in the relationship, the couple and their social network, and society and the 

environment in which the couple is situated.  Previous research demonstrates that at the 

individual level, the personal characteristics, attitudes, and psychological attributes of a 

couple may influence decisions about whether and when to marry.  Examples of 
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individual-level influences on marriage that were included in this study are personal 

beliefs and attitudes about marriage and gender roles, religiosity, individuals’ private 

evaluations of how invested they are in their relationships, and their personal feelings 

about how well their partners are meeting their expectations.  At the next level, that of the 

couple and their social network, previous research indicates that marriage behavior may 

be influenced by factors such as the quality of a couple’s relationship, the investments 

they make in the relationship, or the influence of the other people in their lives.  

Predictors at this level that were included in this study include measures of the level of 

warmth and conflict in the relationship, measures of the extent to which the couple is 

invested in the relationship, and a measure of multiple partner fertility.  Finally, previous 

research indicates that marriage is influenced by society and the physical environment in 

which a couple lives.  In this study, the couple’s position within the social structure is 

captured by measures of their education level and poverty level.  Additionally, the 

importance of social norms guided the way some variables, specifically warmth and 

conflict, were measured in this study.  Couples were classified as being high or low in 

warmth or conflict in comparison with the mean levels of these variables, on the theory 

that a person’s satisfaction with his or her own relationship depends in part on how happy 

or conflictual he or she perceives other couples to be.   

An emerging body of literature proposes that some of these influences, such as 

low education, poverty, and multiple partner fertility, serve as obstacles that may prevent 

or slow the transition to marriage.  The purpose of this study was to advance our 

understanding of the concept of obstacles to marriage by testing whether they operate in 

the way that the descriptive literature suggests among a sample of unmarried, low-income, 
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urban couples with a child.  Using data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 

Study, measures of relationship quality, investment in the relationship, and guiding 

values and beliefs were combined to create a simple index that indicates the extent to 

which each couple in the study sample could be considered headed toward marriage.  

Using survival analysis techniques and five years of longitudinal data, this index was 

used to predict hazard of marriage.  Three obstacles to marriage that are commonly 

named as culprits in the literature — low educational attainment, poverty status, and 

multiple partner fertility — were then introduced to test whether they impacted the 

transition to marriage and whether their impact differed depending on the extent to which 

couples were marriage-headed.    Specifically, the study set out to answer four research 

questions: 

Research Question 1: What is the shape of the Kaplan-Meier survival curve 

depicting the transition to marriage among a sample of unmarried couples across the first 

five years of their child’s life? 

Research Question 2: Do relationship quality, investment in the relationship, and 

guiding values and beliefs together predict how long unmarried couples with a newborn 

remain unmarried to each other across the first five years of their child’s life? 

Research Question 3: Does the presence of obstacles to marriage slow the 

transition to marriage among these couples?  

Research Question 4: Do the determinants of marriage and obstacles to marriage 

interact in their effect on time to marriage?  That is, do determinants of marriage 

moderate the relationship between obstacles to marriage and time to marriage? 
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DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

Developing the Headed to Marriage Index 

 This study adds to the existing body of literature on the transition to marriage 

among unmarried parents by introducing the concept of marriage-headedness and 

proposing a way to operationalize it using the Headed to Marriage Index.  The utility of 

the concept of marriage-headedness was tested here on a sample of unmarried, 

romantically involved couples with a newborn to see if it could be used to understand 

who among them would marry.  Though all of the couples in the sample were 

romantically involved at the time of their baby’s birth and most were optimistic about 

marriage, the majority did not in fact marry each other by the time their baby turned five.  

The HMI was proposed as a way of being able to determine at baseline whether couples 

were more or less justified in their optimism about marriage. 

 Previous research suggested an array of possible influences on the transition to 

marriage and these informed the creation of the Headed to Marriage Index.  First, 

research has found that the way people think and feel about relationships, marriage, and 

the opposite sex provides an important context for their decision-making about whether 

and when to marry.  Several measures of the guiding values and beliefs that could 

influence the transition to marriage among mothers in the Fragile Families and Child 

Wellbeing Study were available.  Among them were two measures of mothers’ attitudes 

about the value of marriage.  One captured their personal feelings about the relative value 

of marriage as compared to cohabitation, and the other captured their feelings about the 

importance of marriage to child wellbeing.  These were combined and included as one of 

the components of the HMI.  Also available were measures of how women felt about 
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traditional gender roles, including one question about whether men should make the 

important decisions in the family and one question about whether it is better for men to 

be the breadwinners in the family.  These were combined and included as a second 

component of the HMI.  Two measures of women’s trust of men were included; one 

measured their level of agreement with the idea that men are largely out to take 

advantage of women, and one measured their level of agreement with the idea that men 

cannot be trusted to be faithful.  These were combined and included as a third component 

of the HMI.  Finally in this group, an indicator of religiosity was available in the form of 

a question about the frequency of church attendance, and this was included as a fourth 

component of the HMI. 

 Second, previous research tells us that relationship quality is an important influence 

on the transition to marriage, and several measures of this were available in this study.  A 

series of questions about how often the couple disagreed about various issues provided a 

measure of frequency of conflict, which served as a fifth component of the HMI, and 

several questions about the level of support and affection that the baby’s father shows 

were used as a measure of warmth in the relationship, a sixth component of the index.   

Also available was a question about how optimistic the mother was about her chances of 

marrying her baby’s father, and this was included as a seventh index component. 

 Finally, previous research suggests that as couples make investments in their 

relationship, it increases the strength of their bond, deterring separation and increasing 

the likelihood they will stay together.  Three measures of investment in the relationship 

were selected for inclusion in the Headed to Marriage Index.  First, it was reasoned that 

couples who had known each other for more than a year before conceiving were more 
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invested in their relationship than couples who had known each other for less than a year, 

and so knowing each other for at least a year was included as an eighth component of the 

index.  Living together, another form of investment in the relationship, is known to be an 

important influence on marriage and so a measure of cohabitation was included as a ninth 

component.  Lastly, a measure of whether the mother had given her child the father’s last 

name, instead of her own, was included as a tenth component of the index. 

 These ten factors are known to be associated with marriage and are firmly rooted in 

the theoretical and empirical literature.   They are not, however, necessarily 

intercorrelated, and in fact the correlations among the variables in these data were rather 

weak (see Table 6).  It was not suggested that these items together reflected a single, 

latent construct related to marriage behavior; rather, it was proposed that they could be 

combined as an index and used as a simple, straightforward indicator of the extent to 

which a couple was “headed toward marriage,” that is, oriented toward marriage and 

likely to wed.  Two analyses were conducted to assess the structure of the resulting 

Headed to Marriage Index and the validity of applying it to predictions of the transition to 

marriage.  First, a principal components analysis supported the notion that the ten items 

of the HMI might work together as an index but not as a scale, and second, a Cox 

regression model revealed that three of the proposed components did not contribute 

significantly to predictions of the transition to marriage and should be removed.    

 Some insights from the literature that was reviewed in Chapter 2 may help to 

explain why high warmth in the relationship, a belief in traditional gender roles, and 

weekly church attendance did not contribute to the predictive power of the HMI.  

Warmth and conflict in intimate relationships are known to be conceptually distinct and 
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not highly correlated, and in these data there were only weakly correlated (b=.236, 

p<.000).  Warmth and optimism about marriage were more highly correlated (b=.335, 

p<.000).  It is possible that enough of the variance in relationship warmth was shared by 

conflict and optimism that warmth did not contribute enough additional information to be 

needed in the model.  But furthermore, family scientists (e.g. Gottman, 1994) have also 

made the case that being low in conflict is a more important predictor of relationship 

satisfaction and stability than is being highly affectionate, and so it may be that it is also 

the case that when it comes to the association between measures of affective expression 

and the transition of marriage, low conflict is key.  The belief in traditional gender roles 

also did not contribute to the HMI and this may be because the sample is primarily low 

income.  The extent to which traditional views of gender relations may nudge a couple 

toward marriage may depend on whether the couple expects to be able to establish a 

functional gendered division of labor in their household when they are husband and wife.  

For a woman, the realization of this domestic arrangement depends on her male partner’s 

ability to serve as the household breadwinner.  In a low income sample such as this, it 

may be that traditionalism has no effect on the transition to marriage because most of the 

women in the sample do not feel that the homemaker-breadwinner ideal is a realistic goal 

given their partners’ education level and employment status.  Finally, though theory and 

previous research shows that participation in a church community can shape feelings 

about the importance of family and influence family-building, and though weekly church 

attendance has been found to increase the chance of marriage within the baby’s first year 

of life in previous studies of the Fragile Families data (Carlson, McLanahan, & England, 

2004; Osborne, 2005), church attendance did not contribute to the explanatory power of 
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the HMI.  A possible explanation for this is that while religiosity may encourage an 

unmarried couple to marry in response to a pregnancy, or hasten their marriage shortly 

after the baby is born, it may have less of an effect as time goes on.  There may be a 

window of time during the pregnancy or child’s infancy in which religious beliefs about 

the sacredness of marriage and the importance of being a married couple before raising a 

child in the church community have their strongest effect.  If this is the case, we might 

expect that studies of Fragile Families data that examine the transition to marriage in the 

baby’s first year of life will find that weekly church attendance has an effect, while this 

study using five years of follow up data finds no effect.  

Research Question 1    

 The first aim of the study was descriptive: to explore the pattern of marriage timing 

among the mothers in the sample across the five years of the study.  Previous research 

using the Fragile Families data has explored the transition to marriage among the focal 

child’s biological parents, but the most common approach has been to use logistic 

regression to measure whether the couples had married each other yet by a particular 

wave of the study (Bzostek, Carlson, & McLanahan, 2007; Carlson et al., 2004; Osborne, 

2005).  One way in which this study contributes to the literature is by using survival 

analysis techniques to give a more detailed, month-by-month picture of how the marital 

status of the sample changes over time.  The analyses in this study showed that one in 

five couples married each other by year 5 and that the majority (just over half) of the 

marriages took place in the first 18 months of the child’s life.  Couples who had not 

married each other by 18 months were unlikely to do so, though of those who did marry, 

38% did so in the second, third, fourth, or fifth year of their baby’s life.  The survival 
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curve also revealed that there is a small increase in marriage around the child’s second 

birthday, which may be a sentimental time that encourages couples to formalize their 

relationship.   

 The descriptive analyses also showed a very clear pattern between HMI score and 

the percent of mothers who married their baby’s father by year 5: the higher the HMI 

score, the higher the proportion of mothers who married.  For example, over 45% of 

mothers with an HMI score of 7 married their baby’s father by year 5, whereas less than 

5% with an HMI score of 1 married.  When the survival curves for mothers are fitted 

separately by HMI score, the pattern is further supported: the higher the HMI score the 

higher the proportion of mothers who marry their baby’s father, and among those who 

marry, those with higher HMI scores marry sooner.  Similarly, when survival curves for 

mothers are fitted separately by whether or not the mother faces each of the three 

obstacles to marriage (low education, poverty, and multiple partner fertility), the pattern 

is clear: for each obstacle to marriage, mothers who face that obstacle marry later and are 

less likely to marry at all. 

Research Question 2 

 The second research question asked whether measures of relationship quality, 

investment in the relationship, and guiding values and beliefs, combined together as a 

Headed to Marriage Index, would be associated with whether and when couples married 

each other.  It was hypothesized that this index would be inversely related to how long 

couples in the study remained unmarried to each other.  The results of a series of Cox 

regression analyses revealed that, first, each of the seven individual components of the 

HMI was significantly related to hazard of marriage as predicted.  Having low conflict, 
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being optimistic about marriage, living together, giving the baby the father’s last name, 

holding pro-marriage attitudes, and having low levels of gender mistrust all increase the 

relative risk of marriage among women in the sample, controlling for mother’s age, race, 

and gender of the child.   

 An exception that should be noted is that one of the measures of relationship 

investment, knowing each other for at least a year before conception, was found to be 

inversely related to hazard of marriage in the preliminary analyses, though it had been 

predicted that it would have a direct relationship to the transition to marriage.  This 

variable was reverse-coded before including it in the construction of the Headed to 

Marriage Index and before its use in the multivariate models.  The fact that knowing each 

other for less than one year before becoming pregnant is what helps move couples in the 

study toward marriage was an unexpected finding when viewed from the theoretical 

framework on which this variable’s inclusion was based, but it makes logical sense when 

length of time together is viewed from another perspective.  Being together for at least a 

year before becoming pregnant was used in this study as an indicator of investment in the 

relationship, and being invested in a relationship is known to be one of the factors that 

keeps romantically involved couples together and moves them toward marriage.  

However, it may be that thinking of the variable in this way fails to account for the fact 

that the population of respondents who had known each other for at least one year before 

pregnancy includes large numbers of couples who had been together for years without 

marrying, including couples who already had other children together.  It is likely that for 

these couples, if they haven’t married already, it is not because they do not yet know each 

other well enough or because they have not yet spent enough time together.  It may be 
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that if the sample had been limited to mothers of first-born children, knowing each other 

for more than one year would have functioned as conceptualized.   

 Not only do each of the components of the HMI predict hazard of marriage in the 

multivariate models, but the Headed to Marriage Index has a significant relationship to 

hazard of marriage; the higher the HMI score, the higher a mother’s relative rate of 

marriage.  A question, then, is which is the better of the two models: the one using the 

HMI (Model 2) or the model that includes the seven components of the HMI individually 

(Model 6)?  Akaike’s Information Criterion (AIC) can be used to compare the relative fit 

of the two models (Burnham & Anderson, 2004).  The AIC is defined as -2Lm+2m, where 

Lm is the log-likelihood and m is the number of parameters in the model.  By this test, 

Model 2 yields an AIC statistic of 7,527 as compared to 7,521 for Model 6.  There is no 

test for the statistical significance of that difference, but the rule of thumb when using 

AIC is that the lower value indicates the preferred model, which in this case would be 

Model 6, the one in which the components of the HMI are introduced as individual 

variables.  This means that it is likely that the HMI does not work better as a predictor of 

hazard of marriage than the individual variables do, but it does not fare much worse as a 

predictor either.    

Research Questions 3 and 4 

 The third research question asked whether poverty, low education, and multiple 

partner fertility would serve as obstacles to marriage.  The results supported the 

hypothesis that that all three of these obstacles would increase the time unmarried 

couples with a newborn remain unmarried to each other.  Among the three obstacles, 

poverty has the strongest effect on hazard of marriage. 
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 The fourth and final research question was whether there was an interaction 

between marriage-headedness and the obstacles to marriage.  It was hypothesized that the 

two would interact in their effect on hazard of marriage in such a way that obstacles to 

marriage would have a stronger effect on hazard of marriage for mothers who scored 

higher on the Headed to Marriage Index.  This would be expected within the conceptual 

framework that guides this study because couples who lack sufficient amounts of the 

affective traits, pro-marriage perspectives, and relationship investments that support a 

transition to marriage are not, by definition “headed to marriage.”  Among couples such 

as this, who would score low on the HMI, obstacles to marriage should be less of an 

impediment to the transition to marriage because these couples aren’t really on the path 

toward marriage in the first place.  The results of the analyses show that this is indeed the 

case for poverty, but not for low education or multiple partner fertility.  The more a 

couple is headed toward marriage, as measured by their HMI, the more that poverty 

becomes a problem and decreases their odds of marriage.         

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR SOCIAL WELFARE INTERVENTIONS 

 For women who have children without being married, the space between the time 

that they become mothers and the time that they marry is increasing (Gibson-Davis, 

2011).  Concern about this demographic reality has translated over the last decade into a 

contentious debate about whether we as a society are turning our backs on the institution 

of marriage and whether and how publically-funded social welfare programs should 

intervene.  The reform of welfare in 1996 ushered in a new era of paternalism and 

government interest in influencing family structure.  The law that codified the nation’s 
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new approach to welfare, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity 

Reconciliation Act (PRWORA), was the first federal law to explicitly encourage the 

formation and maintenance of two-parent married families while discouraging 

childbearing before marriage (Ooms, Bouchet, & Parke, 2004).  PRWORA transformed 

welfare into the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) block grant system.  

Under TANF, the federal government provides a block grant to the states, which use the 

funds to operate their welfare programs in pursuit of four goals, three of which explicitly 

refer to the promotion of the two-parent family structure.  Those goals are:  1) to provide 

assistance to needy families so that children may be cared for in their own homes or in 

the homes of relatives; (2) to end the dependence of needy parents on government 

benefits by promoting job preparation, work, and marriage; (3) to prevent and reduce the 

incidence of out-of-wedlock pregnancies and establish annual numerical goals for 

preventing and reducing the incidence of these pregnancies; and (4) to encourage the 

formation and maintenance of two-parent families. 

PRWORA authorized funding for TANF through September of 2002, and as the 

funding cycle drew to a close, it was evident that despite the heavy emphasis on the 

promotion of the two-parent family, few states had dedicated significant amounts of 

TANF funding to that effort (Ooms, Bouchet, & Parke, 2004).  In 2002, the Bush 

Administration, disappointed in the weak response by states to the family structure 

agenda, announced the Healthy Marriage Initiative and moved marriage to the top of the 

agenda for the reauthorization of TANF.  The Healthy Marriage Initiative would earmark 

federal funding to promote marriage and improve the well-being of children through 

research, demonstration projects, technical assistance, and matching grants to states.  
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Allowable marriage promotion activities included public advertising and education on the 

value of marriage; marriage education and relationship skills training; pre-marital 

education for engaged couples; divorce reduction programs; marriage mentoring 

programs; and efforts to reduce the disincentives to marriage in means-tested aid 

programs.  In the years since then, nearly all states have launched publically-funded 

programs to support marriage and healthy relationships (Dion, 2005).  

Social observers and advocates have weighed in on the merits of marriage 

promotion (Cherlin, 2003; Coontz & Folbre, 2002; Huston & Melz, 2004; Lichter, 2001; 

Pollack, 2003; Santorum, 2003).  The two loudest voices in the debate have come from 

the center and right of the political spectrum, and from these positions emerged two 

distinct advocacy camps: the conservatives and the “marriage-plus” proponents.  The two 

camps conceptualize the issue of marriage promotion differently, hold different sets of 

assumptions about the mechanisms behind the recent changes in family formation, and 

have different perspectives on the specific role of government in strengthening marriage.  

The two camps generally agree, however, on the importance of marriage to child well-

being and the potential benefits to be realized from government funding of social welfare 

interventions for this issue. 

The first approach to marriage promotion, the conservative framework, attributes 

the apparent retreat from marriage in America to attitudinal and behavioral changes.  

Conservative advocates believe that marriage is an important ordering force that is the 

foundation of a healthy society (Santorum, 2003) and they argue that the erosion of 

marriage is rooted in a lack of individual restraint and delayed gratification (Rector & 

Pardue, 2004) that gives individuals the incentive and ability to plan their families in a 
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thoughtful and timely manner.  Many conservatives have also given close scrutiny to the 

role of welfare in the rise in nonmarital pregnancy and single parent families, arguing that 

welfare has subsidized single parenthood and removed men from the provider role that 

they have traditionally played in the family, discouraging marriage by changing the 

equation on which low-income women base their decisions about whether and when to 

marry (Murray, 1984; Wilson, 2002).  Conservatives generally advocate an approach to 

marriage promotion that focuses on (a) changing attitudes toward marriage by educating 

Americans about its value; (b) increasing and improving marriage-related behavior by 

funding couples’ education classes and relationship skills training programs; and (c) 

removing disincentives to marriage in means-tested federal programs. 

The other approach to marriage promotion, the “marriage-plus” framework, takes 

a wider view of the underlying causes of the apparent retreat from marriage.  This 

framework attributes modern trends in family formation not only to attitudinal and 

behavioral changes — which are the focus of the conservative framework — but also to a 

weakened context within which marriages are formed and sustained.  Advocates of the 

marriage-plus framework support a comprehensive approach to marriage promotion; they 

advocate the provision of couples’ education classes and relationship skills training 

programs, but they also call for the government to attend to the economic, cultural, legal, 

and educational factors that affect whether couples marry and how their marriages turn 

out.  Marriage-plus proponents argue that marriage promotion initiatives should include 

efforts that may have indirect, positive effects on marriage, such as employment and 

income generating programs and services to reduce unwed pregnancy. 
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Conservatives have objected to the marriage-plus approach, calling it an effort “to 

cripple the President’s initiative by siphoning off limited marriage funds into traditional 

government activities that have little or nothing to do with marriage” (Rector, Pardue, & 

Noyes, 2003, p. 1).  They argue that employment programs and income supports already 

receive sufficient government funding through other federal initiatives and they worry 

that, if the marriage-plus approach prevails, the Healthy Marriage Initiative “will still 

include the word ‘marriage,’ but the bulk of funds will be diverted to old-style programs 

that are unrelated to marriage and differ little from what government has done in the past” 

(p. 2). 

The most important story to be told about the difference between conservatives 

and marriage-plus proponents is that they disagree, at least publicly, about whether such 

activities do in fact “have little or nothing to do with promoting marriage” because they 

hold different sets of assumptions about the mechanisms behind the apparent retreat from 

marriage.  Both camps believe that marriage is good for children and good for society, 

and they see marriage promotion as a fitting activity for the government.  But while 

conservatives believe that the challenge before them is to change America’s attitudes 

toward marriage and, in turn, to change our family building behavior, marriage-plus 

proponents believe that the task will be more complex; they see the decline in marriage as 

a pattern that has emerged in response to contextual factors, such as poverty, that must be 

addressed if marriage is to be strengthened. 

Weighing the merits of these two arguments prompts several important empirical 

questions that the present study has addressed.  For example, do unmarried parents’ 

attitudes toward marriage matter in their own decisions about whether or not to marry?  
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Does the affective climate of these relationships matter?  Do high levels of gender 

mistrust and low levels of commitment influence the transition to marriage? What do we 

know about the marriage-plus proponents’ claim that contextual factors, such as poverty, 

are important obstacles to marriage for many couples who would otherwise like to 

marry?  Can all couples be helped along toward marriage, or are some better candidates 

for intervention than others?  Marriage promotion advocates must not rest on ideological 

beliefs about what causes marriage-related behavior; the disagreement between 

conservatives and marriage-plus proponents over the attitudinal-behavioral versus 

contextual origins of the apparent retreat from marriage is a disagreement that can be 

settled through empirical means and the present study makes a small contribution toward 

doing so. 

This study offers support to the marriage-plus perspective, first, by demonstrating 

the importance of attitudes and values, the affective climate of relationships, and 

commitment and investment, all of which are points of intervention that can be addressed 

by the kinds of social welfare programs funded by the Healthy Marriage Initiative.  The 

study also, though, demonstrates the importance of broader contextual factors that the 

marriage-plus proponents urge policy makers to consider, such as the role that low 

education and poverty can play as obstacles to marriage.  Furthermore, we can conclude 

from this study that poverty has a particularly strong impact on couples who would 

otherwise be considered the most likely candidates for marriage.    

Another contribution that this study makes to discussions about whether and how 

to intervene to move unmarried couples with children toward marriage is by focusing 

attention on the idea that although most unmarried couples with a newborn may say that 



122 
 

they have high hopes for marriage, they differ widely in the extent to which they have the 

qualities that make that a realistic goal.  If not every couple is truly headed toward 

marriage, despite what they say, the Headed to Marriage Index could be a useful 

screening instrument for use at initial intake for interventions, to stratify couples 

according to their risk of non-marriage and to identify couples who would be the best 

candidates for an intervention.  In the multivariate analyses presented here, the HMI was 

not a stronger predictor of relative risk of marriage as compared to a model with each of 

the seven HMI components entered individually, but it predicted marriage nearly as well, 

and in the hands of a social worker, rather than a social scientist, the HMI is a much 

easier and more accessible instrument for assessing couples’ chances of marriage before 

enrolling them in therapeutic interventions. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 

Some recommendations for future research on the Headed to Marriage Index can 

be suggested as natural extensions of this study, and they are in part rooted in the 

limitations of this study.  First, the HMI was built on the assumption that each of the 

seven component indicators carry equal weight in their importance to the transition to 

marriage and that the indicators are compensatory to each other.  In this study that meant 

that all mothers who scored a 5 on the HMI were considered to be equally headed to 

marriage, regardless of which five components of the index they had.  For the purposes of 

this study, that assumption sufficed, but a next step would be to challenge that 

assumption and test whether it is true.  The coefficients in the models suggest that some 

HMI components matter more than others and further research would be needed to 
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determine, for example, whether mothers who score a 3 on the HMI because they are 

optimistic about marriage, hold pro-marriage attitudes, and have low mistrust of men 

have the same relative risk of marriage as do mothers who score a 3 because they live 

together with the baby’s father in a low conflict relationship and have given the baby the 

father’s last name.  Another way in which the HMI could be refined is to see if its 

predictive power can be improved by the addition or substitution of other variables that 

are known to be associated with marriage, such as personality traits (Caughlin, Huston, & 

Houts, 2000), mental health (Teitler & Reichman, 2008), or the marriage history and 

experience of the couples’ own parents (Hofferth & Goldscheider, 2010).  

Secondly, the HMI works as a predictor of hazard of marriage among this sample 

of primarily African American, low-income, urban mothers, but a natural next step in the 

research would be to address external validity and see how well the HMI predicts 

marriage among different samples of women.  This study used data from mothers in 

urban hospitals and so suburban and rural mothers are not represented, and the data used 

here over-represent African American women and so the conclusions drawn from the 

analyses largely apply to them.  Theory and previous research suggest that there are very 

important differences in the family-building experiences of women of different races and 

ethnicities and education levels, and further research could help to determine whether the 

HMI applies equally well to White, African American, and Hispanic mothers, and to 

those from higher or lower education categories.   

Also related to the validity of the HMI is the fact that most of the information that 

contributes to the index comes only from interviews with the mothers in the Fragile 

Families study.  While there would likely be a high degree of concordance between the 
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mothers and the fathers about some of the information used to build the index (for 

example, poverty status, cohabitation, and whether the child has the father’s last name or 

not), it is fair to say that some of the information used to construct the HMI may reflect 

only the mothers’ opinions and perspectives.  The questions about relationship quality or 

optimism about marriage, for example, might be answered differently by the fathers than 

by the mothers, and the question about gender mistrust is most certainly applicable only 

to the mother’s experiences (although a parallel question was asked of the fathers in the 

study and those data are available).  Therefore, although the HMI is used in this study as 

a measure of a couple’s marriage-headedness, it may be more accurate to state that it 

presents only half of the picture.  Future research should examine marriage-headedness 

from both the mothers’ and fathers’ perspectives; the HMI could be constructed using 

data from both parents and in fact information about where the mothers and fathers 

disagree about the quality of their relationship or their optimism about marriage is likely 

to be important in the construction of an HMI that truly represents couples, rather than 

just mothers. 

 Finally, the obstacles to marriage that were tested in this study were measured at 

baseline (or at the year one follow-up for multiple partner fertility).  However, a couple’s 

experience of these obstacles can change over time.  Future research might consider 

treating breadwinning potential (i.e. education and poverty level) and multiple partner 

fertility as time-varying covariates to see how hazard of marriage changes over time in 

response to couples moving in or out of poverty, increasing their level of education, or 

having children with other people outside the relationship. 
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SUMMARY 

 Policy makers and social observers recognize that the American family has 

undergone great change over the last fifty years.  Though most Americans value marriage, 

couples today commonly delay marriage, choosing instead to live together and often to 

have children together first.  An understanding of the mechanisms behind this apparent 

retreat from marriage is arguably important because it affects the family context within 

which significant proportions of American children are being raised.   

 The present paper sought to contribute to our understanding of non-marriage by 

studying the transition to marriage among a sample of 2,544 unmarried, urban mothers 

with newborns.  The primary aim of the study was to determine what stands in the way of 

these couples marrying each other, given that most of them are optimistic that they will 

marry, yet relatively few actually do.  To achieve this aim, the study introduced the 

Headed to Marriage Index as a measure of the extent to which couples possess the 

affective, investment, and attitudinal traits and behaviors that tend to move people along 

the path to marriage.  Through a series of Cox regression models it was concluded that 

the HMI could be used to estimate hazard of marriage among these couples, and that as a 

predictor of marriage behavior, the simple index performed nearly as well as the seven 

individual components that it comprises.  Next a series of models tested and found 

support for the hypothesis that low education, being in poverty, and having children with 

another partner are formidable obstacles that might help to explain why some new 

parents never marry each other, even though they report wanting to.  Finally, interaction 

terms were built using the Headed to Marriage Index and each of the three obstacles to 

marriage to see whether the extent to which these obstacles to marriage matter might 
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differ depending on how headed-to-marriage the couple is in the first place (i.e. their 

score on the HMI).  The results provided evidence that poverty is an obstacle to marriage 

for couples at all levels of the Headed to Marriage Index, but that its effect grows 

stronger as HMI score increases.  Poverty is a significant barrier to marriage for those 

who are otherwise most prepared and oriented toward marriage.  

 The results of the study, taken together, support the perspective that there are 

factors that can serve as stumbling blocks on the path to marriage for unmarried couples 

who have a baby together.  These obstacles can delay or derail the transition to marriage, 

even among couples who say they want to get married, who have a warm emotional 

climate, pro-marriage values and attitudes, and low levels of gender mistrust and who 

have made significant investments in their relationship.  Among the obstacles, poverty is 

a particularly important factor that can stand in the way of loving, committed couples 

with a baby who might otherwise make a smooth transition to marriage.  Interventions to 

strengthen unmarried parents’ relationships and move them toward marriage by 

addressing the stability and quality of their unions should not overlook the fact that 

poverty can often provide an uncooperative context for such efforts. 
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