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Abstract
In this paper, we use data from a new longitudinal survey—the Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing Study—to examine union formation among unmarried parents who have just had a child
together. We use multinomial logistic regression to estimate the effects of economic, cultural/
interpersonal, and other factors on whether (relative to having no romantic relationship) parents
are romantically involved living apart, cohabiting, or married to each other about one year after
the child’s birth. Net of other factors (including baseline relationship status), women’s education
and men’s earnings encourage marriage. Cultural and inter-personal factors also have strong
effects: women’s trust of men, both parents’ positive attitudes toward marriage, and both parents’
assessment of the supportiveness in their relationship encourage marriage. Supportiveness also
encourages cohabitation, while fathers’ having a problem with alcohol or drugs and reporting
higher conflict in the relationship discourage cohabitation. Fathers’ physical violence deters
couples’ remaining in romantic non-resident relationships.

Introduction
Nonmarital childbearing has increased dramatically over the past four decades such that
today, one-third of all U.S. births occur outside of marriage (Ventura and Bachrach 2000).
Part of the increase is due to delays (and declines) in marriage, which increase the pool of
women at risk for a nonmarital pregnancy and birth. Another part is due to declines in so-
called “shotgun marriages” (those that occur between conception and the time of birth). In
fact, by one estimate, more than half of the increase in nonmarital births between 1960 and
1980 is due to decreases in “shotgun marriages” (Akerlof et al. 1996). Along with delays in
marriage and declines in shotgun marriages, cohabitation has increased. Hence, a growing
share of nonmarital births now occurs to cohabiting couples, as well as to couples who are
living apart but romantically involved. Taken together, these trends have given rise to a new
family form - the fragile family - defined as unmarried parents raising their child(ren)
together.1

The increase in “fragile families” is of great interest to demographers and sociologists.
Marriage is one of the oldest institutions in society and, until recently, was closely tied to
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fertility. Marriage is also associated with a range of positive outcomes for adults and
children (Nock 1998; Waite and Gallagher 2000; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994), although
some part of this association is due to selection (Cherlin 1999; Sigle-Rushton and
McLanahan forthcoming). Finally, remarriage, or living with a social father, does not
produce the same benefits for children as living with a biological father (McLanahan and
Sandefur 1994; Hofferth 2003). Thus, the relationship trajectories of fragile families are of
considerable interest to those concerned about the long-term wellbeing of children.

Changes in marriage are also of interest to scholars who study stratification and mobility
(Musick and Mare 2004). Low-income individuals and members of disadvantaged minority
groups are much more likely to live in fragile families than other groups. Whereas women
with less than a college education have experienced large increases in nonmarital
childbearing since 1970, college-educated women have experienced very little increase
(Ellwood and Jencks 2002). Finally, fragile families are of great interest to policymakers.
The Bush administration is currently proposing to spend more than one billion dollars over
five years ($300 million per year) on programs to promote “healthy marriages” (Garfinkel
and McLanahan 2003). In order to evaluate the possible role for marriage in welfare reform,
it is critical to understand the characteristics of unmarried parents and the factors that
influence their relationship trajectories and the intergenerational transmission of poverty.

In this paper, we use data from a new longitudinal survey—the Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing Study—to examine union formation among unmarried parents. Our analysis
differs from previous research on marriage among single mothers (e.g. Furstenberg et al.
1987, Graefe and Lichter 2002) in that we focus specifically on marriage to the biological
father of the child. We also examine the full range of relationship types that may develop (or
dissolve) among unmarried parents, including cohabiting unions, romantic relationships that
do not involve cohabitation, and non-romantic relationships. In the following section we
review theory and empirical research on union formation; we highlight studies that focus on
disadvantaged populations and single mothers and, except where noted, that use large,
national probability samples.

Theoretical Perspectives and Empirical Research
Economic Resources

Economic theories of marriage emphasize both income and specialization effects. According
to the former, individuals (both men and women) with higher income and assets are more
likely to marry because they have more to share and can provide more access to credit and
insurance (Lam 1988).2 Since marriage typically involves more pooling and is expected to
last longer, we would expect the effects of income to be stronger for marriage than for
cohabitation or romantic involvement. According to specialization theory (Becker 1991), the
benefits of marriage are greater when there is more specialization, i.e. when partners’
potential wage rates differ; the lower-earning partner (usually the woman) will focus more
on home production, while the higher-earning partner (usually the man) invests more in
market work. This theory implies that, holding men’s wage rates constant, women’s wage
rates may have a negative effect on marriage (Moffitt 2000). The benefits of specialization
should be greater for married couples than for cohabiting couples, since specialization is
riskier for women without a legal commitment. Thus, we might expect the effect of
women’s wage rates to be more negative (less positive) for marriage than for other unions.
Sociological perspectives that emphasize norms dictating a male breadwinner also imply

2Of course, the opposite logic might also hold: individuals may use their income to “purchase” privacy or freedom from unwanted
relationships. This hypothesis has been dubbed the “women’s independence effect” (Oppenheimer 1988; Ruggles 1997; Aassve 2003),
but men too might use income to purchase freedom.
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that men’s (but not women’s) earnings promote marriage (Wilson 1987; Oppenheimer
2000). Such norms apply largely to marriage, but may also apply to cohabitation or romantic
involvement if these are seen as leading to marriage.

Consistent with both income and specialization theories, the empirical research generally
shows that men’s earnings have a positive effect on marriage in both cross-sectional MSA
analyses and individual-level analyses (Lloyd and South 1996; Oppenheimer 2000; White
and Rogers 2000; Lichter et al. 1991; Lichter et al. 1992; Sassler and Schoen 1999; Xie et al.
2003; Sweeney 2002), although Sassler and Goldscheider (2004) find the effect to be
smaller in recent cohorts. Most studies also show positive effects of male earnings on the
transition from cohabitation to marriage (Smock and Manning 1997; Sanchez et al. 1998),
although Sassler and McNally (2003) find negative effects. Finally, two studies show that
men’s earnings encourage the formation of cohabiting unions (Clarkberg 1999, Smock and
Manning 1997), although one study finds that men’s education deters entrance to
cohabitation (Thornton et al. 1995), while another finds no effect of several measures of
men’s future economic potential (Xie et al. 2003).

What about the role of men’s earnings in disadvantaged populations? Several studies have
looked at race differences in marriage. In general, they find that men’s employment and/or
earnings have a positive effect on marriage for blacks as well as whites (Lichter et al. 1991;
Manning and Smock 1995; Lloyd and South 1996; Oppenheimer et al. 1997; Sweeney 2002;
Blau et al. 2000). Two studies (Bulcroft and Bulcroft 1993; Tucker 2000) show that black
women place more importance than white women on men’s earnings in assessing marriage
potential, and Edin’s (2000) qualitative interviews with poor women show that men’s
earning power is an important dimension of their suitability for co-residence, and especially
marriage. Finally, aggregate and trend studies suggest that the declining earnings of less-
educated and African American men in the late 20th century explains some (but not most) of
the decline in marriage rates among disadvantaged groups (Oppenheimer 2000; Moffitt
2000).

Only a few researchers have looked at the effects of men’s earnings on marriage among
couples with a premarital conception or birth. Using a sample of Chicago inner-city men
whose first child was conceived out of wedlock, Testa et al. (1989) find that employed men
(both blacks and whites) were more likely to marry the mother before (and after) the birth
than non-employed men. In contrast, Zavodny (1999) found that men’s education and
employment predicted “shotgun” marriages among whites but not blacks. Qualitative
research also provides support for the male earnings hypothesis among unmarried parents.
Based on interviews with unmarried fathers, Sullivan (1989) concluded that white men were
more likely than blacks to marry the mothers of their child because they were more able to
find jobs through their community connections. Qualitative interviews with unmarried
parents analyzed by Gibson et al. (2003) found that both men’s and women’s earnings were
reported to matter, and parents set a much higher economic ‘bar’ for marriage than for
cohabitation.

Given that women’s earnings are a proxy for both income and specialization effects, we
would expect the empirical evidence to be more mixed for women, and indeed, this is the
case. Whereas aggregate data generally find that marriage is less common in areas where
women, on average, have higher employment and earnings (Lichter et al. 1991; South and
Lloyd 1992; Blau et al. 2000), individual-level studies report conflicting findings. Several
studies find negative effects of women’s employment, earnings, or potential earnings (Lloyd
and South 1996; Schultz 1994); some find no effect (Sassler and Schoen 1999; Manning and
Smock 1995; Xie et al. 2003); and many studies find positive effects (McLaughlin and
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Lichter 1997; Raley 1996; Lichter et al. 1992; Oppenheimer 1988; Goldstein and Kenney
2001; White and Rogers 2000).

These inconsistencies may be due to the fact that the rationale for marriage is changing.
Sweeney (2002) reports that earnings increased marriage for women born in the 1960s but
not for those born in the 1950s. Of course, without information on potential partners’
earnings in many of these studies, we cannot rule out the possibility that women’s economic
resources are simply a proxy for potential partners’ earning power. Studies that observe both
partners’ earnings support this interpretation; they find that women’s earnings have no effect
on the transition from cohabitation to marriage, while men’s have a positive effect (Manning
and Smock 1995; Sanchez et al. 1998; Sassler and McNally 2003).

Studies of minority and low-income populations find mixed effects of women’s earnings (or
employment or earnings potential) on marriage when using aggregate-level data. For blacks,
living in an area with higher black female employment or predicted earnings has been found
to have negative (Cready et al. 1997; Lloyd and South 1996) or no (Blau et al. 2000) effect
on blacks’ marriage. But individual-level analyses show positive effects; Schultz (1994),
finds that women’s predicted wages have a positive effect on marriage for blacks, and
Sweeney (2002) and Raley (1996) find similar results using black women’s actual earnings
and employment, respectively. The same pattern holds for young mothers. Landale and
Forste (1991) find a positive association between marriage and education among Puerto
Rican teens (living on the mainland). Finally, McLaughlin and Lichter (1997) report that
employment increased entry into marriage among low-income women. However, some of
these positive effects may be picking up the effects of earnings of the women’s potential
partners.

Only a few researchers have examined the effects of unmarried mothers’ earnings potential
on marriage to the father of their baby. Lundberg and Rose (2003) find that women’s
education has no effect on whether they marry the father but a positive effect on whether
they marry another man. Qualitative analyses by Gibson et al. (2003) suggest that unmarried
cohabiting parents see both parents’ income as important to deciding whether or not to
marry each other.

Cultural and Inter-Personal Factors
Most researchers agree that the 1960s and 1970s were a watershed period for changes in
norms and practices governing union formation (Cherlin 1992). Widespread changes in
family-related behaviors, such as increases in premarital sex, cohabitation, nonmarital
childbearing, and divorce were accompanied by dramatic increases in the social acceptance
of all of these behaviors (Axinn and Thornton 2000). While it is difficult to know which
came first—changes in beliefs or changes in practices—there is some evidence that these
factors are mutually reinforcing, and that, once in place, cultural forces take on a life of their
own, influencing the marital behavior of the next generation of young adults (Axinn and
Thornton 2000).

We expect that unmarried parents with more positive attitudes about and expectations for
marriage will be more likely to marry (Waller and McLanahan 2003). However, normative
change is neither uniform nor uncontested, as some groups hold onto traditional views
longer. Religion has been one source of resistance to the liberalization of sexual norms and
behaviors. Thus, we would expect religion, particularly fundamentalist doctrines, to
encourage unmarried partners to get married (Wilcox 2002). Of course the admonition is
really to get married before having sex or having a child, but presumably a post-birth
marriage would be favored over continued sexual involvement or cohabitation after the
birth. Thus, unlike our predictions for economic variables, where, for example, higher
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earnings may make one more attractive for a romantic, cohabiting, or marital union, we
predict that religiosity will encourage marriage relative to any of the other options, but make
no prediction about its effect on romantic or cohabiting unions relative to no union at all.

Culture has also changed substantially vis-à-vis gender-related norms, and women’s
employment within marriage has become more accepted. Yet, cultural associations of
marriage with male authority may today discourage marriage among women with egalitarian
gender beliefs. Although religious views on gender are varied, religion is one cultural source
of ideas encouraging the maintenance of traditional gender roles. Cultural lag in men’s
family gender-related behavior (e.g. participation in housework) may also lead women to
distrust men and make marriage less attractive to women (Cherlin 2000). But, while the
distrust in the middle class may be about whether men will help at home, other sources of
distrust may predominate among the poor. A number of writers have commented on the high
level of gender distrust in poor, particularly African American communities. Orlando
Patterson (1998) sees the low marriage rates of blacks as a legacy of slavery, which
denigrated men’s economic role in the family. In his view, gender distrust arises when men
are unable to provide the money that white, middle-class men can exchange for some
measure of authority over women. Yet, working-class and poor men, whose ability to meet
culturally-defined definitions of masculinity through earnings is most threatened, may be
more likely to try to seize such authority on the basis of their sex in intimate unions
precisely in reaction to their inability to get it anywhere else. If this is true, recent economic
changes may have enhanced gender distrust in African American and working-class
communities in which fragile families are concentrated.

Together, these arguments suggest that individuals that are more religious, have more pro-
marriage values, and endorse traditional gender role attitudes will be more likely to marry
relative to any of the other alternatives (including breaking up). Yet, these attitudes may not
encourage other kinds of unions vis-à-vis no relationship at all. This argument is consistent
with previous research showing that marriage is more selective of conservative ideologies
and cohabitation selective of socially liberal ideologies (Sassler and Schoen 1999; Thornton
et al. 1992; Smock 2000). However, gender distrust may impede all types of unions.

Three qualitative studies suggest that gender distrust may be especially important in the
population of unmarried couples having children. Two studies report that women worry that
if they marry their romantic or cohabitating partners, this will increase the men’s sense that
they have authority over the women (Edin 2000; Gibson et al. 2003). The study by Gibson et
al. is from an embedded qualitative study that interviewed a subset of Fragile Families
respondents, so the reports are about the prospects of marrying the other parent of their
child. Some women feared that the men they were already living with would start ordering
them around more if they married, which was seen as a disadvantage of marriage. Another
qualitative study using the same data reported that sexual infidelity of the fathers (about 20
percent had “cheated”) led women to have substantial distrust (England et al. 2003). Despite
this, many of the parents hoped that both their trust and their financial assets would grow in
the future so that they might decide to get married. Also, men reported no more reluctance
about marriage than women.

We also expect that the quality of the parents’ relationship will affect their union formation.
We expect satisfying relationships to be more likely to last as romantic involvements and to
lead to transitions into cohabitation or into marriage. Forty years ago, the stigma of a
nonmarital birth was so strong that nonmarital pregnancies often led to shotgun marriages
with an urgency that left little space for consideration of the quality of the relationship.
Precisely because the parents we are considering did not feel constrained to marry before the
birth, we would expect the quality of their relationship to affect not only whether they stay
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in any union, but what level of commitment they choose. Thus, even though cohabitation is
less institutionalized and a looser bond than marriage (Nock 1995), and while the standards
for moving to or staying in a cohabitation are undoubtedly lower than for marriage, we
expect the same relational criteria to predict being in any union relative to no union, with
larger effects for marriage. Research by Cowan and Cowan (1992) on married couples
shows that having a child often creates strained relationships between parents. However,
they find the quality of the relationship before the birth to be a good predictor of how well
spouses’ relationships can weather the storm of early childrearing to avoid divorce. This
may be true in fragile families as well—the strength of their relationship before the birth is
likely to affect the future relationship trajectory, which, for them, determines whether they
move into marriage.

The importance of relationship satisfaction in decisions to form and stay in unions flows in
part from the growing cultural emphasis on male-female relationships and marriage as
sources of love and companionship rather than an economic exchange (Goldscheider and
Waite 1991). Many studies from psychology and sociology show that partners’ perceptions
of the emotional quality of marriages affect whether they stay together or break up (Sayer
and Bianchi 2000; Cowan et al. 1994; Gottman 1994; Karney and Bradbury 1995), although
there is little research on whether this is also true in low-income populations (Fein et al.
2003; Karney and Bradbury 1995) or among unmarried parents who have shared a birth.
Drug or alcohol abuse, infidelity, and violence within marriage are strongly associated with
low marital quality and with divorce (Sayer and Bianchi 2000; Amato and Rogers 1997).
We would expect that the same factors that break up marriages would also break up
romantic relationships among unwed parents, and thereby prevent them from moving into
cohabitation or marriage.

Other Factors
In addition to theories about economic resources, cultural norms and attitudes, and
relationship quality, past research has identified several other important determinants of
marriage, some of which are likely to affect parents who have shared a birth. These are
discussed only briefly as they are not our major focus and, in most cases, will be used
primarily as control variables. First, a large literature shows that blacks have lower marriage
rates than whites, and that some but not most of this differential can be explained by
economic variables (Lichter et al. 1991). Having grown up without both biological parents
present is also associated with a reduced probability of marriage (South 2001). Individuals
in better physical health are more likely to marry (Lillard and Panis 1996), and older age is
positively related to marriage and union formation, although this is less true for unmarried
mothers (Lichter and Graefe 2001).

Another key factor is whether parents have other children. As divorce and nonmarital
childbearing have increased, more and more parents have children by two or more partners
(Mincy 2002; Carlson and Furstenberg 2003). A growing literature shows that having a
nonmarital birth reduces women’s chances of subsequently marrying, particularly if she
does not marry the father of the baby (Bennett et al. 1995; Lichter et al. 2003; Graefe and
Lichter 2002). Excluding women marrying within six months of the birth (used as a proxy
for marrying the biological father) increases the magnitude of the estimated negative effect
of having had the child on the mother’s marriage prospects (Upchurch et al. 2002; Lichter
and Graefe 2001). This is presumably because if the two parents don’t marry shortly after
the birth, they are likely to break up, and the presence of the child is a disincentive for
another man to marry the single mother. What is not known, that we will investigate here, is
whether mothers’ children from a prior partner will also deter union formation with a new
man with whom she has a child, and whether men’s children from prior partners have a
similar effect.
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Finally, a large policy literature has examined the effect of welfare benefits on marriage
among women with low potential earnings. Economic theory suggests that higher benefit
levels will be a disincentive to marriage. If the rules require that cohabitants’ income is
treated as part of the family’s income, higher benefits should, in principle, impede
cohabitation as well as marriage. However, as Moffitt et al. (1998) point out, welfare rules
are confusing and inconsistent as to how cohabitation is treated. Studies examining effects
of state or year variation in benefit levels have often shown negative effects on marriage, but
they are often small and sometimes not significant for blacks (Ellwood and Jencks 2002;
Moffitt 1998). More recent research on welfare reform (which made benefits more difficult
to receive, but in some states increased earnings that one could earn and still retain some
benefits) suggests no net effect of welfare benefit levels on marriage (Bitler et al.
[forthcoming]; Gennetian and Knox 2003). A full examination of the effects of welfare and
other social policies on marriage and cohabitation among fragile families is beyond the
scope of this paper (see Carlson et al. 2003). However, we include the state’s welfare benefit
level in our model to control for alternative sources of income for the mothers in our sample.

Data and Methods
We use data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a new birth cohort study
designed to provide longitudinal information about unmarried parents and their children.
The study follows 4,900 children born between 1998 and 2000, including 3,700 children
born to unmarried parents and 1,200 children born to married parents. The sample of
unmarried parents, when weighted, is representative of all nonmarital births to parents
residing in cities with populations over 200,000.

Baseline interviews with mothers and fathers were conducted shortly after their child’s birth.
Mothers were interviewed in person in the hospital within 48 hours of the birth, and fathers
were interviewed in person as soon as possible thereafter, either in the hospital or wherever
they could be located. Follow-up interviews with both mothers and fathers occurred when
the child was about one and three years old, and another wave will be collected at five years.
Response rates for the baseline survey are 87 percent for unmarried mothers and 75 percent
for unmarried fathers.3 At the one-year follow-up, 89 percent of unmarried mothers and 79
percent of unmarried fathers who were interviewed at baseline were interviewed again. In
this paper, we use data from the baseline interviews with unmarried mothers and fathers, and
one-year interviews with mothers, in all twenty cities in the Fragile Families Study.4 Our
sample includes 3,285 couples that were unmarried at the time of their baby’s birth and for
whom the mother provided a report of their relationship status approximately one year later.
5

Variables
Our dependent variable is union status approximately one year after the child’s birth. We
combine several pieces of information about parents’ relationships reported by mothers at
the one-year follow-up survey: mothers are asked about their marital status, cohabitation

3The Fragile Families data are most representative of cohabiting fathers (almost 90 percent response rate) and least representative of
fathers who are not romantically involved with the child’s mother at the time of birth (38 percent response rate). Among the latter
group, the men who participated in the study may well be a select group of those unusually committed to the child and/or the mother.
(We address this issue in the Conclusions section.)
4The twenty cities are: Oakland, CA; San Jose, CA; Jacksonville, FL; Chicago, IL; Indianapolis, IN; Boston, MA; Baltimore, MD;
Detroit, MI; Newark, NJ; New York City, NY; Toledo, OH; Philadelphia, PA; Pittsburgh, PA; Nashville, TN; Austin, TX ; Corpus
Christi, TX; San Antonio, TX; Norfolk, VA; Richmond, VA; and Milwaukee, WI. For more information about the Fragile Families
Study, see: http://crcw.princeton.edu/fragilefamilies.
5Throughout the paper, the term ‘mother’ refers to the focal child’s mother, ‘father’ refers to the focal child’s father, and ‘parents’
refers to the focal child’s parents. The parents are the respondents in the Fragile Families Survey.
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status, and the type of relationship they have with the baby’s father (romantic, friends,
separated, or no contact). From this information, we develop mutually exclusive and
exhaustive categories of: married, cohabiting, “visiting” (romantically involved but living
apart), and not in a romantic relationship (friends, separated, or no contact).6

Our independent variables include background characteristics, indicators of parents’
economic resources, parents’ attitudes and beliefs, and parents’ relationship quality; all
variables are from the baseline interview, except parents’ fertility history, which was only
available at the one-year follow-up. Unless otherwise indicated, we include identical
variables for both mothers and fathers. Mothers’ and fathers’ ages are each specified as
continuous variables. As 86 percent of couples are of the same race/ethnicity, we include
mothers’ race specified as a series of dummy variables: non-Hispanic black (the reference
category), non-Hispanic white, Hispanic, and other race. We include a separate dummy
variable indicating when the parents differ on race/ethnicity (14 percent). Family
background is represented by a dichotomy for whether each parent lived in an “intact”
family at age 15 (i.e. with both of their parents). Parents’ fertility history is represented by
variables indicating whether the parents have other biological children together, whether the
mother has other children with another partner, and whether the father has other children by
another partner (these are not mutually exclusive).7 We also include measures of mothers’
and fathers’ self-reported health status as a continuous variable, ranging from 1 “poor” to 5
“excellent.” Finally, we include a variable for the length of time between the baseline and
one-year interviews (measured in months) to control for differences in exposure to the risk
of marriage.

To measure parents’ economic resources, we use self-reported level of education and
earnings in the past year. Education is specified as three dummy variables—less than high
school (reference category), high school degree, and some college or higher. Earnings in the
past year are specified as four dummy variables; the categories are zero (reference), which
implies the person was not employed for pay in the last year, more than 0 but less than
$10,000, $10,000 to $24,999, and $25,000 and higher. In auxiliary results not shown in our
tables (but discussed below), we also describe results from a specification using an hourly
wage rate, calculated from parents’ reports about how much they earned in their most recent
job. We measure state-level welfare benefits as the maximum Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF) benefit level (in $100s) in the year prior to the baby’s birth.

We include separate variables for mothers and fathers on all attitudinal and relationship
quality items. Parents’ attitudes toward marriage are measured by the average score of their
responses to two statements about the importance of marriage, with “strongly disagree” (1)
to “strongly agree” (4) as response choices: 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.” Traditional
attitudes toward gender roles are measured by the average of two questions with the same
response choices: 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
woman takes care of the home and family.” Parents’ distrust of the opposite sex is
represented by the average of responses to two statements: 1) “Men (women) cannot be
trusted to be faithful,” and 2) “In a dating relationship, a man (woman) is largely out to take

6We use mothers’ reports of relationship status instead of fathers’, since doing so gives us a larger sample. For couples where both the
mother and father were interviewed at 1 year, 79 percent agree on their relationship status. We count as visitors mothers who say they
“rarely” or “never” live together with the father; we count as cohabitors those who say they live together “some of the time” or “all or
most of the time.” Our substantive findings do not change if the “some of the time” cases (for whom the mean number of nights per
week is 3.6) are counted as visitors rather than cohabitors.
7Fathers’ having children by other partners is measured by his report about whether he has “other living children who do not live with
him.” This information is consistent with mothers’ reports about fathers having children by another partner in over 90 percent of cases.
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advantage of a woman (man).” Again, response choices range from “strongly disagree” (1)
to “strongly agree” (4), and the two items are combined into a single measure. We include
the frequency of each parent’s religious attendance as a continuous variable, ranging from 1
“not at all” to 5 “once a week or more.”

We use several variables to measure the quality of parents’ relationship at baseline. Physical
violence is represented by a dummy variable coded as 1 if the parent responds that the other
parent “often” or “sometimes” “hits or slaps [her/him] when [he/she] is angry.” Frequency
of conflict is represented by the mean of parents’ reports about whether they “never” (1),
“sometimes” (2), or “often” (3) had conflict over six items in the last month—money,
spending time together, sex, the pregnancy, drinking or drug use, and being faithful.
Supportiveness in the relationship is measured by each parent’s report about the frequency
that the father (mother) exhibits four types of behavior: 1) “is fair and willing to compromise
when [they] have a disagreement,” 2) “expresses affection or love toward [her(him)],” 3)
“insults or criticizes [her(him)] or [her(his)] ideas” (coding was reversed), and 4)
“encourages or helps [her(him)] to do things that are important to [her(him)].” Again,
response options are “never” (1), “sometimes” (2), and “often” (3). The four items were
averaged to obtain an overall supportiveness score (range=1 to 3), with higher scores
indicating a greater level of supportiveness.8 Finally, whether the father has a substance
abuse problem is indicated by the mother’s report that the father “[has] problems such as
keeping a job or getting along with family and friends because of alcohol or drug use.”
Mothers also report on their own substance problems by responding (yes/no) to the question
“In the past year, has drinking or using drugs ever interfered with your work on a job or with
your personal relationships?”

Finally, parents’ relationship status at the time of the baby’s birth is measured by two
dummy variables indicating whether parents were in a visiting or cohabiting relationship at
baseline (with not romantically involved as the reference category).

Methods
For our multivariate analyses, we use multinomial logistic regression. This method uses
maximum-likelihood estimation to predict the likelihood of being in certain categories of a
given variable, relative to a reference category. Our dependent variable is the couple’s
relationship status approximately one year after their child’s birth, with categories of not
romantically involved (our reference category), “visiting” (romantically involved but living
apart), cohabiting, and married. We estimate three models: the first model includes the
background and economic variables, model 2 adds relationship status at baseline, and model
3 adds the variables representing parents’ attitudes and quality of relationship at the time of
the birth. The coefficients in models 2 and 3 can be interpreted as the effects of parents’
characteristics on relationship status after controlling for relationship status at baseline.
None of our respondents was married at baseline, and thus the coefficients for marriage are
driven entirely by transitions into marriage. By contrast, the coefficients for visiting and
cohabiting relationships (relative to no romantic involvement) are driven by movements
from any of the other categories.

Assumptions about causal ordering—As we report our results, we discuss how
economic and cultural/inter-personal variables affect union formation and stability, as well
as the extent to which attitudes and relationship quality appear to mediate the effects of
economic variables (comparing models 2 and 3). In doing so, we assume that the economic

8For couples who are no longer romantically involved, they are asked about supportiveness and the frequency of conflict during the
last month they were together; since this was likely a contentious time in their relationship, differences between couples still together
versus those no longer romantically involved may be exaggerated.
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variables (measured at baseline) are exogenous to the attitudinal and relationship quality
variables (also measured at baseline). This assumption is based on previous studies, which
suggest that changes in economic status affect both marital quality and marital stability
(White and Rogers 2000). Of course, it is possible that the causal order goes in the opposite
direction, with attitudes and relationship quality affecting economic status. While we believe
our specification is correct, we cannot test this assumption with our data.

Missing data—We use several procedures for dealing with missing data.9 Among items
reported by mothers, for any variables with more than 10 missing observations, we assign
the missing cases to the overall mean for all unmarried mothers at the baseline interview and
include a flag variable to indicate the case has missing data on a particular variable. For
father-reported variables, we follow a similar procedure and include a dummy to indicate
that the father was missing on a particular variable (when he was interviewed). In addition,
in cases where the father was not interviewed (and where we had no information on a given
variable about the father from the mother), we substitute means and include a dummy
variable to indicate that the father did not participate in the baseline survey.

Results
Table 1 reports descriptive statistics (frequencies, means and standard deviations) for our
sample of parents who were unmarried at the time of their child’s birth (n=3,285); we
provide overall means as well as separate means by relationship status at birth. As noted
above, all variables are reported at the time of the baby’s birth (baseline interview), except
parents’ fertility history, and the relationship status when the baby is about one year old,
which come from the one-year follow-up survey. Parents’ characteristics vary substantially
by relationship status at birth.

Table 2 shows a cross-tabulation of parents’ relationship status at the birth of their baby and
approximately one year later. Among unmarried couples, cohabiting relationships are much
more stable over time than other types of relationships, including those where the parents are
romantically involved but living apart. Overall, three-fourths of couples who were
cohabiting at the time their child was born remain in a co-residential union about one year
later—15 percent are now legally married to each other, and 60 percent are still cohabiting.
10 Being romantically involved but living apart at the time their child was born (which we
refer to as “visiting”) appears to be a very unstable status: only 14 percent of parents in this
category remain there one year after the child’s birth. Thirty-seven percent of visitors have
“moved closer” in their relational involvement—32 percent are cohabiting, and five percent
have gotten married. Yet, nearly half of those who were visiting at baseline are no longer
romantically involved—about one-quarter are friends, and another quarter report that they
had no relationship (i.e. “hardly ever” or “never” talk to the father, which probably implies
that he does not visit the child).11 Of those who began as friends, 44 percent report that they
remain friends one year later, and 14 percent report that they are romantically involved one
year later (4 percent visiting, 9 percent cohabiting, and 1 percent married). Finally, of the
small number of mothers who had no relationship at the time their child was born (indicated
by their report that they “hardly ever” or “never” talk to the father), about two-thirds still

9Missing data do not pose a serious problem in our sample. There are three variables with more than five percent of interviewed cases
missing: whether father has children by another partner (8 percent), fathers’ earnings (9 percent), and mothers’ earnings (11 percent).
10Thirty-one mothers who are no longer in a romantic relationship with the focal child’s father report that they have married another
partner by the one-year follow-up interview, and 169 are cohabiting with another partner. Since the focus of our analysis is the
biological parents’ relationship, these cases are coded as not romantically involved.
11Few couples moved into the visiting category within one year of a nonmarital birth; this is largely because couples who are
cohabiting and decide to stop cohabiting typically break up completely, and only a small fraction of all non-romantically involved
couples at baseline enter a visiting relationship by one year later.
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have no relationship one year later, and 23 percent say they are friends. Surprisingly, a small
but non-trivial fraction of such couples (12 percent) are now romantically involved,
including 2 percent who got married.

Results from our regression analyses are shown in Table 3; our independent variables of
interest are shown in the top half of the table and the other factors (background and control
variables) in the bottom half. Model 1 is presented for largely descriptive interest; it includes
the earnings-related variables and the other background factors but not baseline relationship
status. Model 2 controls for relationship status at baseline and thereby implicitly controls for
unobserved variables that may be correlated with baseline characteristics and relationship
status at the follow-up survey; it is thus more appropriate for causal inference. We can
examine the effects of baseline variables on relationship status approximately one year after
the birth—whether unmarried couples stayed in the same relationship status or had a
transition up or down the continuum that ranges from no romantic involvement to marriage.
Model 3 adds the attitudes and relationship quality variables and allows us to examine their
importance for union formation, as well as the extent to which the economic variables are
mediated by attitudes and relationship quality.

What is the effect of economic factors on unions? As noted above, past literature suggests
that men’s employment and earnings facilitate unions but is mixed on what to expect for
women’s earnings. Model 1 in Table 3, of largely descriptive interest, shows positive
associations between women’s having higher earnings on being in a visiting or cohabiting
relationship (relative to not being romantically involved), but only one effect is statistically
significant (on cohabitation). In Model 2, a more stringent test of causal effects because of
its control for baseline relationship status, the effect on cohabitation of women having some
(under $10,000) versus no earnings gets larger, and dummies for higher earnings categories
all retain positive signs, though none are significant. By Model 3, which controls for
attitudinal/cultural factors and relationship quality, there is only one marginally-significant
effect of mothers’ earnings on cohabitation. Yet, the signs of the coefficients of mothers’
earnings on visiting and cohabiting relationships are always in a positive direction. Most
effects of mothers’ earnings (except $25,000 or higher) are negative in sign for predicting
marriage, but none are significant. On the other hand, mothers’ education has uniformly
positive effects, many of which are significant for all three relationship types.12 Even in the
most conservative Model 3, mothers with a high school degree or more are 51 percent more
likely to be married (and 28 percent more likely to be cohabiting), relative to breaking up,
than mothers who lack a high school education. Effect sizes are nearly the same for mothers
having some college (marginally significant). Mothers with some college education are
more likely to be in visiting relationships than to be broken up, but having a high school
diploma does not appear to differentiate a visiting relationship versus breaking up.

For men, Table 3 shows that the coefficients for higher earnings are large and positive for
marriage (although only three are statistically significant): earning $25,000 or more in the
past year more than doubles the odds of marriage.13 Some of the effect on marriage appears
to be mediated through the cultural/inter-personal variables, as the earnings coefficients
decline between Models 2 and 3. Men’s earnings are positively associated with cohabitation
but only at higher levels (and never significant). By contrast, men’s earnings are consistently
negatively related to visiting relationships (versus breaking up). Thus, it appears that men’s
higher earnings promote relationships moving toward one end of the spectrum (marriage) or

12In results not shown, we re-estimated models 2 and 3 without the earnings variables, and the effects of mothers’ and fathers’
education were of similar magnitude to those in Table 3, except the effects of mothers’ education on cohabitation, and of both parents’
having some college on marriage, become somewhat stronger.
13The effect is not statistically significant at conventional levels (the p-value is .161) in Model 3, but given the large odds ratio and
the relatively small number of married cases, we believe the evidence suggests a causal effect.
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the other (breaking up). Men’s college education has significant negative effects on
cohabiting relative to breaking up, and positive (but not significant) effects on marriage.
These inconsistent effects of men’s education contrast with the beneficial effects of
women’s education on union formation at all levels. In results not shown, we substituted
whether fathers were employed in the week prior to the survey for the earnings dummies;
employment showed positive (and sometimes significant) effects on both cohabitation and
marriage.

To get a more complete picture, in results not shown, we examined the effects of parents’
hourly wage rate in their current or most recent job. We limited the sample to couples in
which both parents were employed at some point in the year before the birth and reported a
wage rate (about half the full sample); we included men’s and women’s hourly wage rate
(excluding the annual earnings variables). Here, fathers’ wage has a positive and significant
effect on visiting relationships, and mothers’ wage has a positive and significant effect on
marriage.14 Taken together, these results suggest that women’s non-employment does not
hurt the chances for marriage, given possibilities of specialization; however, more education
encourages union formation of all types, and higher wages encourage marriage, both
contrary to the specialization predictions. Men’s actual earnings and employment appear to
positively affect marriage but are less important at other levels of relationship; in fact, high
earnings discourage visiting relationships, and high education discourages cohabitation.

Turning to the cultural/inter-personal variables, Model 3 in Table 3 shows that positive
attitudes towards marriage are associated with increases in the chances of marriage but not
of visiting or cohabiting relationships. A one-unit increase (on a scale ranging from 1 to 4
with a standard deviation of about .7) in mothers’ attitudes increases the odds of marriage by
62 percent; an increase in fathers’ attitudes increases the odds by 48 percent. Traditional
gender role attitudes have no effect on union formation for either mothers or fathers.
Mothers’ reports of gender distrust, however, are a strong deterrent to co-residential unions,
particularly marriage: each one-point increase on the gender distrust index (scaled from 1 to
4 with a standard deviation of .5–.6) decreases the odds of marriage by 43 percent and
cohabitation by 13 percent. In contrast, fathers’ distrust of women has no effect. Church
attendance by mothers is positively associated with marriage but has no effect on the other
relationship statuses; fathers’ church attendance decreases (marginal significance) the odds
of cohabitation (relative to no relationship) but has no effect on other union types.15 In sum,
positive attitudes toward marriage encourage marriage, and women’s church attendance
encourages marriage, while women’s gender distrust discourages both cohabitation and
marriage. The attitudinal variables have no significant effects on being in visiting
relationships relative to breaking up.

The next set of variables in Table 3 measures the effects of parents’ perceptions of
relationship quality on union formation and stability. Our measures of relationship quality
include: (1) physical violence, (2) conflict, (3) supportiveness, and (4) problems with
substance abuse. Substance abuse is included with the relationship variables because of its
association with physical violence and abuse. Unlike the attitudinal measures, all of the
relationship quality indicators are couple-specific; that is, they are based on what parents say
about how they get along and how they treat one another. Fathers’ physical violence is a
significant deterrent to couples’ being in visiting relationships; if the mother reports that the
father sometimes or often hits her, the odds of staying in (or moving up to) a visiting

14We get the same positive effect of women’s wage rate on marriage if we enter men’s earnings as in Table 3 rather than men’s wages
(thus not excluding cases where the man is currently not employed).
15We also estimated models without controlling for earnings and relationship quality. We found that the effects were generally the
same, except that mothers’ distrust more strongly discourages cohabitation and marriage, and fathers’ marriage attitudes and mothers’
church attendance have bigger positive effects on marriage.
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relationship are fully 78 percent lower, relative to breaking up. Surprisingly, men’s violence
has no statistically significant effect on either cohabitation or marriage (and has a positive
sign for marriage). Women’s violence toward men is in a negative direction but is never
significantly associated with union formation.

Supportiveness has a powerful effect on parents’ relationship status, and these effects are
significant for union types that involve living together (cohabitation and marriage). Each
parent was asked how frequently the other parent was supportive in ways such as expressing
love and affection and providing encouragement. Since the two measures are of different
constructs (him about her supportiveness and her about his), it is not surprising that the
correlation is quite low (r=.26). Yet, each parent’s report of the supportiveness of the other
has a strong positive effect on both cohabitation and marriage. These effects are net of the
couple’s initial relationship status, indicating that living arrangements are not a perfect
proxy for the quality of interaction between the couple. In all cases, “better” relationships
promote staying together or moving “up” to a cohabiting or marriage relationship. Reports
of conflict have less consistent effects; mothers’ reports are never significant, while fathers’
reports of conflict strongly deter cohabitation and have non-significant (but negatively
signed) effects on marriage.

Fathers’ problems with alcohol and drugs (as reported by the mother) hinder moving into or
maintaining a cohabiting union; holding constant the parents’ relationship at the time of the
baby’s birth, mothers who report that the father has a substance problem are 39 percent less
likely to be living with the father a year later. Effects on marriage are in a negative direction
but not significant. Her report of her own substance abuse shows no significant effect.

Not surprisingly, couples that were cohabiting or in a visiting relationship at birth are much
more likely to be together one year later in any type of union compared to couples who were
not in a romantic relationship. The cohabitation coefficients are of a larger magnitude,
except with respect to being in a visiting relationship one year later.

The effects of the other factors are shown in the lower half of Table 3. Parents who have
another child together are much more likely to stay together in all three union types. What is
surprising is that if the mother has a child by another man it deters visiting relationships but
has no effect on cohabitation or marriage, whereas fathers’ children by previous partners
have a negative effect on both cohabitation and marriage (but no significant effect on
visiting). We expected women’s children to have a stronger effect on relationship status,
since it is her children that generally co-reside with the couple. Future research should
explore whether men’s children deter future relationships because of child support
obligations, because they index his disinclination to commit to one woman, or because
women are wary of his possible continuing romantic involvement with his other children’s
mother; the latter is suggested by one qualitative study (England et al. 2003).

Whites are more likely than blacks to marry, and Hispanics are more likely than blacks to
cohabit or marry (but are less likely to be in a visiting relationship). Race/ethnic differences
between the parents are associated with lower odds of marriage (but no significant effect
remains once baseline relationship status is controlled). Growing up with both parents
generally increases the odds of union formation (not always significant), with the exception
that fathers from intact families are not more likely to marry; we suspect that this is because
the stigma of nonmarital childbearing is greater for men from intact homes. There is little
effect of parents’ self-reported health status on union formation. State TANF benefit levels
are positively related to cohabitation, but not to visiting or marriage relationships (see
Carlson et al. [2003] for further analyses of how public policies affect union formation
among unmarried parents). The length of time between the baseline and follow-up

Carlson et al. Page 13

Demography. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 September 8.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



interviews is negatively related to visiting and cohabitation but not marriage; in other words,
the more time that passes, the more likely it is that couples will break up rather than stay in
nonmarital romantic union. As we might expect, couples where the father did not participate
in the baseline survey are less likely to be cohabiting or married one year later.

We conducted analyses to determine the robustness of our results by examining what
difference it would make to include so-called “shotgun marriages” (those that occur between
conception and time of birth) in our sample of unmarried parents. Adding these couples to
the sample did not alter the pattern of results in our main analyses. (Results not shown but
available upon request.) However, attitudes about marriage and especially reports of
supportiveness in the relationship became more strongly associated with marriage at one
year. This is not surprising, since couples who are more positive about marriage and their
relationship are more likely to have married between conception and birth. Also, we find
that mothers’ education and mothers’ having earnings above $25,000 have bigger effects on
marriage once those that marry before the birth are included (although some of the earnings
effect is mediated by relationship quality). Thus, women’s resources particularly increase
the likelihood of marrying soon after a nonmarital conception.

Conclusions
We have examined the effects of economic and cultural/inter-personal factors on union
formation among unmarried parents who have recently had a child together. We find
evidence that the economic resources of both parents are generally associated with union
formation and stability, but different aspects of economic capabilities matter for mothers
versus fathers. Men’s annual earnings encourage marriage, but men’s education actually
deters cohabitation (relative to not relationship at all). Mothers’ education encourages union
formation of all types, and auxiliary analyses show that, among the employed, women’s
hourly wage rate also has a positive effect on marriage. Since annual earnings are a function
of both labor supply and hourly wages, and since education strongly affects wages, together
these findings suggest to us that some fragile families do associate marriage with the
specialization that entails women’s non-employment. At the same time, the fact that some
measures of both parents’ earnings capacities have positive effects on marriage suggests that
economic resources of both partners promote marriage in many cases. Whether resources
help in terms of providing public goods and/or insurance, as depicted by economic theories,
or whether they help by reducing stress and improving relationship quality is an important
question for future research.

Cultural and inter-personal factors have powerful effects, net of economic status and net of
couples’ relationship status at the time of birth. Men and women’s pro-marriage attitudes
and women’s church attendance increase the chances of marriage, whereas women’s distrust
of men decreases both cohabitation and marriage. As far as we know, ours is the first study
to document this effect of gender distrust using data that are nationally representative of
unmarried parents in urban areas. (See Edin [2000] for a qualitative account.) We also find
strong evidence that the emotional quality of relationships affects union formation and
stability. Although psychological and sociological studies have documented strong
associations between relationship quality and relationship duration among married couples,
these findings have not been replicated on a sample of unmarried parents or in low-income
populations generally (Karney and Bradbury 1995). Feeling supported by a partner is very
important for union formation and stability, even after we control for parents’ earlier
relationship status. Moreover, supportiveness helps relationships more than conflict hurts.
The latter is consistent with psychologists’ findings that disagreement and conflict among
married couples do not generally lead to breakup if they occur in the context of a generally
supportive relationship with a high ratio of positive to negative affect (Gottman 1994). Our
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findings are also consistent with psychological research showing that men are more conflict-
averse than women (Gottman 1994).

Overall, our results suggest both similarities and differences in the most salient predictors of
romantic involvement, cohabitation, and marriage for couples who have shared a nonmarital
birth. Our findings support previous literature demonstrating that marriage is selective of
individuals with the most socioeconomic resources, with the caveat that marriage is
sometimes also selective of (or the expectation of marriage encourages) women who
specialize in home rather than market production. At the same time, contrary to
specialization theories, we find that mothers’ education, a good predictor of future
employment and earnings, facilitates unions of all three types. Also, our results support
earlier research demonstrating that marriage is selective of couples with more pro-marriage
ideology and higher quality relationships. Yet, our results extend this with the finding that
relationship quality encourages maintenance of romantic involvement and cohabiting unions
as well (relative to breaking up).

We recognize several limitations of our research. First, our sample is composed of couples
that chose not to marry before their child was born. Thus, our results cannot be generalized
to all unmarried couples but only to unmarried couples who have had a child together.
Moreover, the effects of variables that we would expect to be strongly associated with
marriage prior to birth may be weaker because of our particular sample. For example, we
would expect—and our auxiliary analyses suggest—that high economic resources lead to
marriage prior to birth. Thus, couples with high economic resources that do not marry before
birth are likely to be different from other couples in ways that we do not measure. In turn,
this difference may weaken the effect of economic resources on marriage after birth for our
sample. Ideally we would model (1) the decision to have a nonmarital birth and (2) the
decision to marry after having a nonmarital birth together, so that we could control for
unobserved variables that are correlated with both decisions. Unfortunately, the Fragile
Families data do not allow us to model the first decision since the sample consists entirely of
new parents.

A second limitation of our analysis is missing information on unmarried fathers. Only 75
percent of the unmarried fathers completed a baseline interview. For some variables, such as
fathers’ age, education, and employment status, the mothers provided the necessary
information about the fathers. For other variables, such as attitudes, earnings, and reports of
relationship quality, only the (interviewed) fathers provided information. As noted in the
Data section, the problem of non-response (missing data) becomes more serious as we move
down the relationship hierarchy, with cohabiting fathers having the highest response rates
(90 percent) and non-romantic fathers having the lowest rates (38 percent). Although
separate analyses suggest that the fathers who participated in the study are no different from
other men in terms of their demographic characteristics (age, education and race), they are
very different in terms of their commitment to the mothers and children. Since some of these
characteristics associated with selection into our sample are measured directly—relationship
quality, attitudes, and living arrangements at birth—the bias may not be a large problem.
However, to the extent that bias exists, it is most likely to affect the results for the transitions
into (and out of) visiting and non-romantic relationships where non-response is more
serious. Finally, our analysis only examines union transitions during the first year after a
nonmarital birth. Although most marriages between biological parents who shared a
nonmarital birth occur during this period, a longer time frame may provide new information
on relationship trajectories. We plan to conduct additional analyses once the three-year data
are available.
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With respect to the current policy initiatives to promote marriage, our findings suggest that
programs designed to increase marriage among unmarried parents could usefully focus on a
range of factors.16 Encouraging women’s positive attitudes toward marriage and reducing
mothers’ distrust of men may well require changing the behavior by men that leads to
distrust or negative attitudes in the first place. Also, programs should attend to the
complications in family dynamics that arise from multi-partnered fertility and the fact that
particularly men’s previous children are a strong deterrent to marriage. Reducing conflict
and violence, addressing substance problems, and especially promoting supportive behaviors
between partners could help keep couples together and encourage marriage. Our results also
suggest that increasing both parents’ education and economic capacities—historically more
typical targets of policy intervention—would likely increase union formation as well.
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