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Abstract
America is a religious nation. The vast majority of Americans, when asked, profess a belief in God
and affirm that religion is at least “fairly important” in their lives (Myers 2000: 285); about 60 percent
of the population report membership in a religious organization and 45 percent state that they attend
religious services at least monthly (Sherkat and Ellison 1999). Most American adults are currently
married and almost all will marry at some time in their lives. About two-thirds of children live with
their married (biological or adoptive) parents ( U.S. Census Bureau 2001). And marriage and a happy
family life are almost universal goals for young adults.

This commentary presents a socioeconomic and demographic view of the research literature
on the benefits of marriage and religious participation in the United States. We compare religion
and marriage as social institutions, both clearly on everyone’s short list of “most important
institutions.” Marriage is an either–or status. But marital unions differ in a multitude of ways,
including the characteristics, such as education, earnings, religion, and cultural background,
of each of the partners, and the homogamy of their match on these characteristics. Similarly,
religion has multiple aspects. These include religious affiliation, a particular set of theological
beliefs and practices, and religiosity. Religiosity may be manifested in various levels and forms
of religious participation (attendance at religious services within a congregation, family
observance, individual devotion) and in terms of the salience of religion, that is, the importance
of religious beliefs as a guide for one’s life. Our focus here is on broad comparisons between
marriage (being married versus not) and religiosity (having some involvement in religious
activities versus not). We argue that both marriage and religiosity generally have far-reaching,
positive effects; that they influence similar domains of life; and that there are important parallels
in the pathways through which each achieves these outcomes. Where applicable, we refer to
other dimensions of marriage and religion, including the quality of the marital relationship and
the type of religious affiliation.

We begin with a comparison of the effects associated with marriage and involvement in
religious activities, based on a literature review, followed by a comparison of the major
channels through which each operates. We then discuss qualifications and important exceptions
to the general conclusion that marriage and religious involvement have beneficial effects. We
conclude with a consideration of the intersection between marriage and religion and
suggestions for future research.

The effects of marriage and religious involvement
Marriage and religion influence various dimensions of life, including physical health and
longevity, mental health and happiness, economic well-being, and the raising of children.
Recent research has also examined connections to sex and domestic violence.
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Physical health and longevity
One of the strongest, most consistent benefits of marriage is better physical health and its
consequence, longer life. Married people are less likely than unmarried people to suffer from
long-term illness or disability (Murphy et al. 1997), and they have better survival rates for some
illnesses (Goodwin et al. 1987). They have fewer physical problems and a lower risk of death
from various causes, especially those with a behavioral component; the health benefits are
generally larger for men (Ross et al. 1990). A longitudinal analysis based on data from the
Panel Study of Income Dynamics, a large national sample, documents a significantly lower
mortality rate for married individuals (Lillard and Waite 1995). For example, simulations based
on this research show that, other factors held constant, nine out of ten married women alive at
age 48 would still be alive at age 65; by contrast, eight out of ten never-married women would
survive to age 65. The corresponding comparison for men reveals a more pronounced
difference: nine out of ten for the married group versus only six out of ten for those who were
never married (Waite and Gallagher 2000).

Similarly, although there are exceptions and the matter remains controversial (Sloan et al.
1999), a growing body of research documents an association between religious involvement
and better outcomes on a variety of physical health measures, including problems related to
heart disease, stroke, hypertension, cancer, gastrointestinal disease, as well as overall health
status and life expectancy. This research also points to differences by religious affiliation, with
members of stricter denominations displaying an advantage (Levin 1994). Many of the early
studies in this literature suffer from methodological shortcomings, including small,
unrepresentative samples, lack of adequate statistical controls, and a cross-sectional design that
confounds the direction of causality. Yet the conclusion of a generally positive effect of
religious involvement on physical health and longevity also emerges from a new generation
of studies that have addressed many of these methodological problems (Ellison and Levin
1998). In one of the most rigorous analyses to date, Hummer et al. (1999) use longitudinal data
from a nationwide survey, the 1987 Cancer Risk Factor Supplement–Epidemiology Study,
linked to the Multiple Cause of Death file. Their results show that the gap in life expectancy
at age 20 between those who attend religious services more than once a week and those who
never attend is more than seven years—comparable to the male–female and white–black
differentials in the United States. Additional multivariate analyses of these data reveal a strong
association between religious participation and the risk of death, holding constant
socioeconomic and demographic variables, as well as initial health status. Other recent
longitudinal studies also report a protective effect of religious involvement against disability
among the elderly (Idler and Kasl 1992), as well as a positive influence on self-rated health
(Musick 1996) and longevity (Strawbridge et al. 1997).

To the extent that marriage and religious involvement are selective of people with unobserved
characteristics that are conducive to better health, their causal effects on health and longevity
would be smaller than suggested by some of the estimates in this literature.

Mental health and happiness
Recent studies based on longitudinal data have found that getting married (and staying married
to the same person) is associated with better mental health outcomes. Horwitz et al. (1996),
Marks and Lambert (1998), and Simon (2002) present evidence of improvements in emotional
well-being following marriage, and declines following the end of a union. Marks and Lambert
(1998) report that marital gain affects men and women in the same way, but marital loss is
generally more depressing for women. Analyses that control for the selection of the
psychologically healthy into marriage, and also include a wider range of measures of mental
well-being, find that although there are differences by sex in the types of emotional responses
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to marital transitions, the psychological benefits associated with marriage apply equally to men
and women (Horwitz et al. 1996; Simon 2002).

Marriage is also associated with greater overall happiness. Analysis of data from the General
Social Surveys of 1972–96 shows that, other factors held constant, the likelihood that a
respondent would report being happy with life in general is substantially higher among those
who are currently married than among those who have never been married or have been
previously married; the magnitude of the gap has remained fairly stable over the past 35 years
and is similar for men and women (Waite 2000).

The connection between religion and mental health has been the subject of much controversy
over the years, and many psychologists and psychiatrists remain skeptical, in part because most
of the research has been based on cross-sectional analyses of small samples. The studies to
date are suggestive of an association between religious involvement and better mental health
outcomes, including greater self-esteem, better adaptation to bereavement, a lower incidence
of depression and anxiety, a lower likelihood of alcohol and drug abuse, and greater life
satisfaction and happiness in general (Koenig et al. 2001). Recent longitudinal analyses of
subgroups of the population provide additional evidence in support of this relationship
(Zuckerman et al. 1984; Levin et al. 1996).

Economic well-being
A large body of literature documents that married men earn higher wages than their single
counterparts. This differential, known as the “marriage premium,” is sizable. A rigorous and
thorough statistical analysis by Korenman and Neumark (1991) reports that married white men
in America earn 11 percent more than their never-married counterparts, controlling for all the
standard human capital variables. Between 50 and 80 percent of the effect remains, depending
on the specification, after correcting for selectivity into marriage based on fixed unobservable
characteristics. Other research shows that married people have higher family income than the
nonmarried, with the gap between the family income of married and single women being wider
than that between married and single men (Hahn 1993). In addition, married people on average
have higher levels of wealth and assets (Lupton and Smith 2003). The magnitude of the
difference depends on the precise measure used, but in all cases is far more than twice that of
other household types, suggesting that this result is not merely due to the aggregation of two
persons’ wealth.

To the best of our knowledge, the effects of religious involvement on earnings and wealth have
not been systematically analyzed. However, as we discuss below, an emerging literature shows
a positive effect of religiosity on educational attainment, a key determinant of success in the
labor market. These studies suggest a potentially important link between religious involvement
during childhood and adolescence and subsequent economic well-being as an adult.
Preliminary results from a new line of inquiry at the macro level are consistent with this
hypothesis. Using a cross-country panel that includes information on religious and economic
variables, Barro and McLeary (2002) find that enhanced religious beliefs affect economic
growth positively, although growth responds negatively to increased church attendance. The
authors interpret their findings as reflecting a positive association between “productivity” in
the religion sector and macroeconomic performance.1

1The “religion sector” encompasses all aspects of religion in a given country, including denominational composition and the nature and
extent of religiousness.
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Children
Children raised by their own married parents do better, on average, across a range of outcomes
than children who grow up in other living arrangements. There is evidence that the former are
less likely to die as infants (Bennett et al. 1994) and have better health during childhood (Angel
and Worobey 1988) and even in old age (Tucker et al. 1997). They are less likely to drop out
of high school, they complete more years of schooling, they are less likely to be idle as young
adults, and they are less likely to have a child as an unmarried teenager (McLanahan and
Sandefur 1994).

Children who grow up in intact two-parent families also tend to have better mental health than
their counterparts who have experienced a parental divorce. Using 17-year longitudinal data
from two generations, Amato and Sobolewski (2001) find that the weaker parent–child bonds
that result from marital discord mediate most of the association between divorce and the
subsequent mental health outcomes of children. Cherlin et al. (1998) find that children whose
parents would later divorce already showed evidence of more emotional problems prior to the
divorce, suggesting that marriage dissolution tends to occur in families that are troubled to
begin with. However, the authors also find that the gap continues to widen following the
divorce, suggestive of a causal effect of family breakup on mental health. Summing up his
assessment of the studies in this field, Cherlin (1999) concludes that growing up in a nonintact
family can be associated with short- and long-term problems, partly attributable to the effects
of family structure on the child’s mental health, and partly attributable to inherited
characteristics and their interaction with the environment.

Several studies have documented an association between religion and children’s well-being.
Recent research on differences in parenting styles by religious affiliation reveals that
conservative Protestants display distinctive patterns: they place a greater emphasis on
obedience and tend to view corporal punishment as an acceptable form of child discipline; at
the same time, they are more likely to avoid yelling at children and are more prone to frequent
praising and warm displays of affection (Bartowski et al. 2000). As to other dimensions of
religion, Pearce and Axinn (1998) find that family religious involvement promotes stronger
ties among family members and has a positive impact on mothers’ and children’s reports of
the quality of their relationship.

A number of studies document the effects of children’s own religious participation, showing
that young people who grow up having some religious involvement tend to display better
outcomes in a range of areas. Such involvement has been linked to a lower probability of
substance abuse and juvenile delinquency (Donahue and Benson 1995), a lower incidence of
depression among some groups (Harker 2001), delayed sexual debut (Bearman and Bruckner
2001), more positive attitudes toward marriage and having children, and more negative
attitudes toward unmarried sex and premarital childbearing (Marchena and Waite 2001).

Religious participation has also been associated with better educational outcomes. Freeman
(1986) finds a positive effect of churchgoing on school attendance in a sample of inner-city
black youth. Regnerus (2000) reports that participation in religious activities is related to better
test scores and heightened educational expectations among tenth-grade public school students.
In the most comprehensive study to date, using data on adolescents from the National Education
Longitudinal Study of 1988, Muller and Ellison (2001) find positive effects of various measures
of religious involvement on the students’ locus of control (a measure of self-concept),
educational expectations, time spent on homework, advanced mathematics credits earned, and
the probability of obtaining a high school diploma. Other research documents differences in
educational attainment by religious affiliation (Chiswick, B. 1988; Darnell and Sherkat
1997; Lehrer 1999; Sherkat and Darnell 1999) and suggests that the effects of religious
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participation on secular achievements may vary across denominations (Chiswick, C. 1999;
Lehrer 2003a).

Studies of the influence of religiosity on schooling have raised the possibility that the estimated
coefficients may overstate the positive causal effect of religious involvement on educational
outcomes. This would be the case if religiosity is correlated with unobserved factors that
encourage good behaviors in general: for example, the religiously more observant parents, who
encourage their children to attend services as well, are also supportive of activities that are
conducive to success in the secular arena. Freeman (1986) has emphasized this type of bias.

Biases operating in the opposite direction have also been identified (Lehrer 2003a). Although
this issue has not been studied systematically, there is some evidence that religious participation
is especially beneficial for those who are more vulnerable, for reasons that might include poor
health, unfavorable family circumstances, and adverse economic conditions (Hummer et al.
2002). To the extent that those who are vulnerable respond by embracing religion as a coping
mechanism, the more religious homes would disproportionately have unobserved
characteristics that affect educational outcomes adversely. If so, the estimated coefficients
would understate the true effect of religiosity on educational attainment.2

Sex
Little attention has been given to the question of how marriage is related to the chances that
people will have active, satisfying sex lives. Cross-tabulations based on data from the 1992
National Health and Social Life Survey show that levels of emotional and physical satisfaction
with sex are highest for married people and lowest for noncohabiting singles, with cohabitors
falling in between (Laumann et al. 1994). Additional evidence for the importance of
commitment as a determinant of sexual satisfaction is provided by more recent multivariate
analyses of these data (Waite and Joyner 2001). To date, these relationships have not been
quantified using longitudinal data.

Our knowledge about the relationship between religion and sex is also limited. Cross-
tabulations by religious denomination show that those with no affiliation (i.e., no involvement
in religious activities) are least likely to report being extremely satisfied with sex either
physically or emotionally (Laumann et al. 1994). Waite and Joyner (2001) find that emotional
satisfaction and physical pleasure related to sex are higher for frequent attenders of religious
services, holding other characteristics of the individual constant. Along similar lines, Greeley
(1991) reports that couples who pray together say they have more “ecstasy” in their sex lives;
he also finds that religious imagery and devotion is positively associated with sexual
satisfaction. The small amount of evidence available is only suggestive of a connection between
religious participation and the quality of people’s sex lives.

Domestic violence
Using data from the 1987–88 National Surveys of Families and Households, Stets (1991) finds
a large difference between married people and cohabitors in the prevalence of domestic
violence: 14 percent of people who have cohabiting arrangements say that they or their spouse
hit, shoved, or threw things at their partner during the past year, compared to 5 percent of those
who are formally married. The difference declines when age, education, and race are held
constant. Additional analyses of these data show that engaged cohabiting couples display lower
levels of physical violence than uncommitted cohabitors (Waite 2000).

2Another way of stating this argument is to note that inputs that may improve health and well-being, such as religion, are most likely to
be “purchased” by those individuals who need their protection the most; see Lillard and Panis (1996) for a parallel argument in the
marriage literature.
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Ellison et al. (1999) explore the relationship between religion and domestic violence in
America, comparing reports of abuse for men and women by religious denomination, religious
participation, and religious homogamy. They find that the likelihood of violence by males
increases when the male is substantially more conservative (in beliefs about the inerrancy and
authority of the Bible) than his female partner. Their results also show that the likelihood of
reporting violence is lower for those who attend religious services more frequently. Additional
confirmation for the hypothesis that religious participation is inversely associated with the
perpetration of domestic violence is provided by a more recent analysis that uses information
not only on self-reported domestic violence but also on abuse reported by the partner (Ellison
and Anderson 2001).

As Ellison et al. (1999) note, it seems likely that part of the measured relationship between
religiosity and domestic violence is due to selectivity: the more religious may well be
disproportionately less prone to act violently; the same argument applies to the relationship
between marriage and domestic violence.

Pathways of causality
Developing themes proposed by Durkheim ([1897]1951), we argue that both marriage and
religion lead to positive outcomes by providing social support and integration and by
encouraging healthy behaviors and lifestyles. In addition, there is a mechanism that is unique
to marriage, namely, the economic gains that result when two people make a commitment to
become lifetime partners. There is also a pathway that is unique to religion: the positive
emotions and spiritual richness that can come from personal faith and religious observance. In
each case, although the various channels we discuss are conceptually distinct, they are not
mutually exclusive.

Social integration and support
The argument for benefits from marriage stemming from its integrative influence runs as
follows. Marriage implies love, intimacy, and friendship. The social integration and support it
thus provides is a key channel through which it leads to improved mental and physical health.
Being married means having someone who can provide emotional support on a regular basis,
thereby decreasing depression, anxiety, and other psychological problems, and improving
overall mental health. In turn, better emotional well-being contributes to enhanced physical
wellness. Support from the spouse can also improve physical health directly, by aiding early
detection and treatment and by promoting speedier recovery from illness (Ross et al. 1990).
From the perspective of children, the mutual help that parents give to each other is part of the
setting that provides advantages to youths who grow up in married-couple households. In
addition to close support from the spouse, marriage connects people to other individuals, other
social groups (e.g., in-laws), and other social institutions (Stolzenberg et al. 1995; Waite
1995), and this integration into a wider social network has additional positive effects on both
spouses and on their children (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994).

The long-term commitment implied by marriage (as opposed to cohabitation) encourages the
partners to invest in the relationship. Married couples indeed report higher levels of relationship
quality than uncommitted cohabitors (Brown and Booth 1996) and better emotional well-being
(Brown 2000). This pathway most likely explains the higher emotional satisfaction with sex
generally reported by married individuals (Waite and Joyner 2001). Evidence of the impact of
marriage on relationship quality comes also from studies on domestic violence: the stronger
commitment implied by marriage (or even the promise of marriage in the form of engagement)
inhibits aggression (Stets 1991; Waite 2000).
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Like marriage, the institution of religion is an integrative force. Religious congregations offer
regular opportunities to socialize and interact with friends who share similar values; they offer
assistance to members in need; they foster a sense of community through which participants
help one another. Ellison and George (1994) find that people who frequently attend religious
services not only have larger social networks, but also hold more positive perceptions of the
quality of their social relationships. The positive association between religious involvement
and longevity is accounted for in part by this channel (Strawbridge et al. 1997; Hummer et al.
1999).

Recent research has emphasized that religion can play a pivotal role in the socialization of
youth by contributing to the development of social capital. Religious congregations often
sponsor family activities, stimulating the cultivation of closer parent–child relations; they also
bring children together with grandparents and other supportive adults (parents of peers,
Sunday-school teachers) in an environment of trust. This broad base of social ties can be a rich
source of positive role models, confidants, useful information, and reinforcement of values that
promote educational achievement. The positive impact of religious involvement on various
measures of educational outcomes has been attributed largely to this pathway (Regnerus
2000; Muller and Ellison 2001; Lehrer 2003a).

At the other end of the age spectrum, the social ties provided by religious institutions are of
special value to the elderly, helping them deal with the many difficult challenges that tend to
accompany old age: illness, dependency, loss, and loneliness (Levin 1994).

Healthy behaviors and lifestyles
Beyond its integrative function, emphasized above, marriage also has a regulative function.
Married individuals, especially men, are more likely than their single counterparts to have
someone who closely monitors their health-related conduct; marriage also contributes to self-
regulation and the internalization of norms for healthful behavior (Umberson 1987). Positive
and negative externalities within marriage also play a role: when an individual behaves in a
way that is conducive to good health, the benefits spill over to the spouse; similarly, unhealthy
behaviors inflict damage not only on the individual but also on the partner. In this way, marriage
promotes healthy conduct. In addition, the enhanced sense of meaning and purpose provided
by marriage inhibits self-destructive activities (Gove 1973). Consistent with this channel of
causality, married individuals have lower rates of mortality for virtually all causes of death in
which the person’s psychological condition and behavior play a major role, including suicide
and cirrhosis of the liver (Gove 1973). Lillard and Waite (1995) find that for men (but not for
women) there is a substantial decline in the risk of death immediately after marriage, which
suggests that the regulation of health behaviors is a key mechanism linking marriage to physical
health benefits in the case of men.

Religion also serves a regulative function. Most faiths have teachings that encourage healthy
behaviors and discourage conduct that is self-destructive; they also provide moral guidance
about sexuality. Some religions have specific regulations limiting or prohibiting the
consumption of alcohol, tobacco, caffeine, and potentially harmful foods. Several studies show
that religious involvement is generally associated with health-promoting behaviors (Koenig et
al. 2001) and that such behaviors explain in part the connection between religion and longevity
(Strawbridge et al. 1997; Hummer et al. 1999).

Economic benefits from marriage
Marriage leads to increases in economic well-being for several reasons, including the pooling
of risks (e.g., one spouse may increase the level of work in the labor force if the other becomes
unemployed), economies of scale (e.g., renting a large apartment costs less than renting two
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small apartments), and public goods (e.g., a husband and wife can both enjoy all of the beauty
of the pictures hanging on the wall). Division of labor and specialization are particularly
important sources of gains from marriage, permitting the partners to produce and consume
substantially more than twice the amount each could produce individually (Becker 1991). The
long-term horizon implied by marriage gives each of the spouses the ability to neglect some
skills and focus on the development of others. Gains from such specialization are responsible,
in part, for the “marriage premium.” Married men can specialize in labor market activities more
than single men, thereby gaining a productivity advantage. Specialization also encourages
women to make human capital investments that advance their husbands’ careers (Grossbard-
Shechtman 1993).

For all of these reasons, marriage promotes higher levels of economic well-being. This factor
accounts to a large extent for the advantages that accrue to children raised by two parents
(McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). From an economic perspective, a two-parent household is
also the optimal institutional arrangement for raising children for another reason: there is a
tendency for the level of expenditures on children to be inefficiently low when the father is not
present. Inadequate provision of the couple’s collective good—child expenditures—occurs
because of the father’s lack of control over the allocation of resources by the mother (Weiss
and Willis 1985).

The very substantial increase in economic resources that marriage implies for women may lead
to better health directly, by improving general standards of living and access to medical
resources, as well as indirectly by reducing levels of stress (Hahn 1993). Consistent with this
research, Lillard and Waite (1995) find that the greater financial resources available in married-
couple households account for most of the positive effect of marriage on longevity for women,
but not for men.

Spiritual benefits from religion
Some facets of religion lead to spiritual benefits that are unique to religious experiences. Idler
and Kasl (1992) underscore the importance of religious rituals, such as the annual observance
of religious holidays, noting that the periodicity of these celebrations reminds members of their
shared past and their connection to preceding generations. Religious belief can also serve as a
coping mechanism that helps individuals deal with conflict and difficult life-cycle stages, such
as the assertion of independence by adolescent children (Pearce and Axinn 1998), as well as
bereavement and major health problems (Pargament et al. 1990). In addition, personal faith
can provide a sense of meaning that tends to reduce helplessness and heighten optimism. As
Koenig (1994) notes, the religious prescription to love and forgive others can also have positive
consequences for emotional well-being. The intangible nature of these effects defies easy
quantification.

Caveats
Overall, there is evidence of a strong association between stable marriages and a wide range
of positive outcomes for children and adults, and the same is true in the case of religious
involvement. However, the benefits are by no means uniform for all individuals, and significant
exceptions may be cited. In addition, issues of selection bias deserve special attention.

Variations across individuals and exceptions
The benefits of religious involvement vary across individuals, as do the costs. The costs are
higher for those with a more secular orientation, and to the extent that religious involvement
is a time-intensive activity, costs are also higher for those with a higher wage rate and
opportunity cost of time. As to the benefits, the spiritual gains associated with religious activity
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increase with the stock of religious capital: those who have made greater investments in religion
stand to benefit more from religious participation (Iannaccone 1990). Regnerus and Elder
(2001) find support for the hypothesis that by providing functional communities amidst
dysfunction, religious institutions are especially valuable in enhancing social capital for
disadvantaged youths. The elderly and those with serious physical health problems also appear
to derive substantial benefits from religious involvement (Koenig 1994; Musick 1996).

Membership in some religious groups may reduce rather than enhance economic well-being.
For example, the religious beliefs of conservative Protestants can discourage intellectual
inquiry and have been linked with lower educational attainment (Darnell and Sherkat 1997;
Sherkat and Darnell 1999; Lehrer 1999, 2003a), implying negative consequences for earnings.
There is also evidence that certain forms of religious beliefs and practices may not be beneficial
for mental and physical health. Pargament et al. (1998) examine the role of religion as a coping
tool, making a distinction between positive and negative religious coping. The former includes
methods that reflect a secure relationship with God and a sense of spiritual connectedness with
others. The latter is based on a pessimistic world view, a tenuous relationship with God, and
a perception that God can inflict punishment. While the positive religious coping methods are
associated with higher levels of mental well-being, the opposite is true of the negative methods
—an indication that religion has the capacity to cause distress and make things worse. Some
religious teachings also promote the avoidance of medical services and can lead to serious
adverse consequences for health (e.g., see Asser and Swan 1998).

The benefits of marriage are also far from uniform. While the economic gains stemming from
the joint consumption of public goods and from economies of scale are likely to vary only
weakly with the quality of the union, most of the benefits from marriage vary closely with
marital quality. For example, Gray and Vanderhart (2000) find that the marriage premium
increases with marital stability: when the marriage is perceived to be solid, a woman is much
more likely to make investments that enhance her husband’s career. The mental and physical
health benefits of marriage have also been found to vary with the quality of the relationship
(Horwitz et al. 1996; Wickrama et al. 1997). In the extreme case of very poor marital quality,
the consequences for health and well-being are clearly negative. For instance, Kiecolt-Glaser
et al. (1993) show that serious conflict within a marriage can lead to adverse immunological
changes, increasing the risk of illness. When marital quality becomes very low, so that one or
both partners conclude that the benefits from remaining married have come to be smaller than
the costs, the result may well be divorce. Lehrer (2003b) reviews the characteristics and
behaviors of individuals and couples that make this scenario most likely.

An understanding of the circumstances under which marriage is or is not beneficial can shed
some light on the current policy debate in the United States regarding the promotion of
marriage. One of the goals of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act of 1996 was to reduce out-of-wedlock childbearing and to encourage the formation and
maintenance of two-parent families.3 More recently, the Bush administration has proposed
spending more than $1 billion over five years on programs to promote “healthy
marriages” (Carlson et al. 2001; McLanahan et al. 2001). Under the proposed plan, states may
be eligible for federal funds if they develop programs to promote marriage. Such programs
might include premarital counseling, marriage workshops, programs to enhance mental well-
being, and additional welfare benefits for couples who enter formal marriage. Our review of
the literature suggests that initiatives that enhance relationship skills may be helpful, as such
skills are important to a stable marriage and young adults who grew up in non-intact homes
may well be weak in this area (Amato 1996). Complementary programs to address problems
of depression and drug use may also help, on this as well as other fronts (Lehrer et al. 2002a,

3See Gennetian and Knox (2003) for a preliminary examination of the effects of the Act in the area of union formation and dissolution.
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2002b). On the other hand, financial incentives or negative economic pressures to enter formal
marriage are likely to do more harm than good, by encouraging unions of poor marital quality.
4

Issues of selection bias
As we indicated earlier in this commentary, problems of selection bias affect many of the
studies in both bodies of literature. The better outcomes observed for individuals in stable
marriages may result in part from the greater likelihood that healthy, happy, and wealthy people
marry and stay married. Results from analyses of marriage that have addressed the issue of
selection biases suggest that they are indeed sizable in magnitude (e.g., Korenman and
Neumark 1991; Lillard and Panis 1996; Horwitz et al. 1996; Simon 2002). The biases, however,
do not always operate in the direction suggested by conventional wisdom.5 An important item
in the agenda for future research is to do more along the lines of the studies cited above, in an
effort to better sort out the associational and causal relationships between marriage and well-
being. Of particular value would be studies that specifically model the processes through which
some individuals select or are selected into stable marriages and others are not. The
corresponding gaps in our knowledge are even more pronounced in the case of the literature
on religion.

The intersection of religion and marriage
In thinking about the role of religion in the lives of married people, a good point of departure
is the concept that religion is a complementary trait within marriage. Religion affects many
activities that husband and wife engage in as a couple beyond the purely religious sphere
(Becker 1991). Religion influences the education and upbringing of children, the allocation of
time and money, the cultivation of social relationships, and often even the place of residence.
Thus there is a greater efficiency and less conflict in a household if the spouses share the same
religious beliefs. Furthermore, as Pearce and Axinn (1998) emphasize, just as religion is an
integrative force in society, so it can have this effect also within the family: shared religious
experiences can increase cohesion among family members.

The other side of this argument is that a difference in religion between partners may be a
destabilizing force within a marriage. Empirical analyses have found that religious heterogamy
increases the risk of marital conflict and instability (Michael 1979; Lehrer 1996). A more
detailed analysis that examines different types of interfaith unions shows that intermarriage
comes in various forms and shades. Some interfaith marriages, such as those involving
members of different ecumenical Protestant denominations, are quite stable. In contrast, the
probability of divorce is high among unions in which the partners have very different religious
beliefs or are members of religious groups that have sharply defined boundaries. Additional
analyses for Catholics and Protestants reveal that unions that achieve homogamy through

4A firestorm of public debate surrounds these various efforts by the current US administration to strengthen marriage. Proponents argue
that marriage is good (for all the reasons outlined here) and therefore should be encouraged by the government. Opponents argue that
government intervention in this area is inappropriate. Many view these initiatives as inconsistent with equality for women (Stacey
1993) and as a waste of money that could be used for job training or programs to prevent domestic violence. Support for marriage (as
opposed to families) seems to some to discriminate against single mothers, those who choose to remain single or want to marry but have
been unable to do so, gay and lesbian individuals and couples, cohabitors, the poor, and minorities. (See “Young feminists take on the
family,” part of a special issue of The Scholar & Feminist Online, www.barnard.edu/sfonline). For additional discussion of this issue,
see Carlson et al. 2001; Seiler 2002; and Amato 2003. Similarly, the faith-based initiatives advanced by President Bush early in his
presidency were highly controversial.
5For example, in their simultaneous-equations model of marital transitions, health, and mortality, Lillard and Panis (1996) find empirical
support for the argument that unhealthy men have a particularly strong incentive to seek out the health protection offered by marriage.
Their results show adverse selection into marriage based on self-perceived general health. At the same time, they also find evidence of
positive selection into marriage based on unobserved characteristics, such as preferences for risk and adventure and for social contact.
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conversion are at least as stable as those involving partners who were raised in the same faith
(Lehrer and Chiswick 1993).

The hypothesis that religious involvement may enhance marital happiness and stability has
also received considerable attention in the literature. A large number of studies report a positive
relationship between measures of religiosity and indicators of marital satisfaction and stability
(e.g., Glenn and Supancic 1984; Heaton and Pratt 1990). However, the cross-sectional design
of these analyses, with both key variables measured at the same point in time, implies that the
estimates confound the direction of causality. Two recent studies have addressed this
shortcoming. Using data from waves 1 and 2 of the National Surveys of Families and
Households, Call and Heaton (1997) find that higher levels of husband’s and wife’s church
attendance as found at the initial interview reduce the likelihood that the union will have been
dissolved by the second wave, about five years later; differences between the spouses in
attendance levels are found to be destabilizing. In contrast, in their analysis of a 12-year
longitudinal sample, Booth et al. (1995) find that although an increase in religious activity over
time reduces the chance of considering divorce, it does not increase marital happiness or
decrease marital conflict.

The studies in this literature, however, are subject to a critical limitation: none of them has
modeled the effects of religious participation on marital satisfaction or stability in a way that
allows the relationship to vary depending on the religious composition of the union.
Theoretically, if a marriage is homogamous, more religious involvement by one of the spouses,
and especially by both spouses, should be a positive force within the union. The opposite would
be expected if the marriage is heterogamous, involving two faiths that are quite different. Thus
a clear understanding of how religious participation influences marital harmony must await
analyses that are conducted separately for these two very different groups. Improving our
knowledge about these relationships, especially as they pertain to children growing up in inter-
faith homes, should have high priority in the agenda for future research.

Discussion
Our comparative analysis of religion and marriage in the United States reveals remarkable
similarities in the benefits that are associated with these two social institutions, and also in the
pathways through which they operate. Being married and being involved in religious activities
are generally associated with positive effects in several areas, including physical and mental
health, economic outcomes, and the process of raising children. For some of these influences,
such as the effect of religion and marriage on longevity, substantial evidence has been
accumulated. For other relationships, such as the effect of religious involvement on mental
health, the evidence is not as strong. A large body of research points to social integration and
the regulation of health behaviors as key pathways through which both institutions exert an
influence. In addition, there is evidence of substantial economic gains from marriage, while
religious experiences can significantly improve and enrich people’s spiritual lives.

Marriage and religion work independently as integrative forces. They also seem to work
together as integrative forces. At present, married adults and the children living with them may
be greater beneficiaries of the integration and social support from religious organizations;
having children of school age seems to move married couples toward stronger ties with their
church, synagogue, or mosque. But adults and children in other types of families seem to move
away from religious participation (Stolzenberg et al. 1995). In a recent article, Wilcox
(2000) points out that although mainline Protestant denominations talk a great deal about
acceptance of single-parent or other alternative family forms, and about the needs of single
adults, almost all of their formal activities are aimed at married-couple families. Lacking the
social ties provided by marriage, single individuals, especially those who are raising children,

Waite and Lehrer Page 11

Popul Dev Rev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2009 January 6.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



could potentially derive important benefits from the support that religious institutions can
provide.

There is much that we do not know about the intersection between religion and marriage, and
about inter-faith couples in particular. Such couples often face a choice between raising their
children in a home without religion and raising them in the faith of one of the parents. The
research to date suggests that some religious involvement is generally beneficial for young
people. At the same time, religious heterogamy is known to be a destabilizing force in a
marriage, and it seems likely that active participation in religious activities by only one parent
and the children would accentuate the differences. Estimates of the magnitudes of these effects
would be of value in guiding the choices of interfaith couples.

Religiosity has many dimensions, including attendance at religious services, private devotion,
and the salience of religion in the individual’s life. The literature contains conflicting findings
regarding which of these aspects is most important, and the effects associated with the various
dimensions are not always consistent. Research seeking to clarify these differences and to
identify patterns among the discrepant results would be desirable.

With regard to marriage, most of the studies to date have focused on comparing outcomes for
those who are currently married with those who have never married or are widowed or divorced.
We know much less about the implications of formal marriage versus informal cohabiting
arrangements, especially from the perspective of the children growing up in these two types
of households. A substantial amount of research in progress seeks to fill this gap (e.g., Duncan
et al. 2003; Kiernan 2003; Lerman 2003; Manning and Brown 2003).

As we continue to advance our knowledge in each of these fields, it will be helpful to integrate
them to a much larger extent than has been done to date. At a minimum, it would be useful if
researchers who are focusing on issues pertaining to marriage would include a richer set of
controls for religion, and vice versa. Additional research seeking to improve our understanding
of the complex relationships between religion and marriage would be especially valuable.
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