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Barriers to Marriage Among Fragile Families
Background
A primary goal of the Bush administration is to promote
"healthy marriages" among low-income couples. To this end,
the re-authorization of the welfare reform bill will provide substantial funds to states to develop programs designed to
improve relationship skills among couples that have children
outside marriage. Reactions to the proposed legislation has
been mixed. Supporters of the bill argue that increasing marriage will reduce poverty and improve parenting and child well
being. Opponents claim that marriage would have only a small
effect on poverty while increasing women's exposure to domestic
violence thereby making children worse off.
Implicit in this debate are assumptions about the nature of relationships between unmarried parents, the extent of economic
resources, and the prevalence of domestic violence and related
risk factors. This brief uses data from the Fragile Families and
Child Wellbeing Study (See Box, page 2) to examine the characteristics of unmarried couples and, more specifically, to
determine what proportion of unmarried parents are likely to
benefit from (or be harmed by) marriage promotion programs.
The FFS is following a birth cohort of nearly 5,000 children,
including 3,712 children born to unmarried parents and 1,186
children born to married parents. The data are nationally
representative of births in cities with populations of 200,000
or more. For more information about the study, visit the
web site of the Center for Research on Child Wellbeing:
http://crcw.princeton.edu/fragilefamilies/index.htm.
Critics of the marriage promotion programs argue that the
major barriers to marriage among unmarried parents are (1)
lack of stable employment, (2) mental health problems, and (3)
domestic violence. While these areas do not cover all of the
obstacles faced by new unmarried parents, they are the ones
most often discussed by policy makers and critics. To measure
economic capacity, we looked at whether unmarried fathers
were working at the time their child was born. To measure
mental health, we used the CIDI scale, which was developed to
identify parents suffering from clinical depression or anxiety.
To measure substance abuse, we used questions that asked
parents whether drugs or alcohol interfered with their work or
relationships during the past year or whether they had ever

Table 1: Barriers to Marriage
Unmarried

Married

Father working

79

93

Depressed
Mother
Father
Either

15
10
22

9
7
15

3
2
5

2
2
4

7
16
21

2
9
11

9

3

10

3

2,659

830

Generalized Anxiety
Mother
Father
Either
Drug or Alcohol Problem
Mother
Father
Either
Domestic Violence
Father is Violent Offender
Sample size = 3,489

These calculations are using the Fragile Families baseline sample and are
weighted to be nationally representative
Father's work comes from mother's report at baseline.
Mother's drug/alcohol comes from mother's report at baseline.
Father's drug/alcohol comes from mother and father's report at baseline.
Domestic violence comes from mother's report at baseline and one-year reports
of violence that occurred prior to the birth of the child.
Mother's depression and generalized anxiety come from mother's report at oneyear.
Father's depression and generalized anxiety come from father's report at oneyear.
Father is a violent offender comes from mother and father reports at one-year.
Missing data from fathers at baseline and from mothers and fathers at one-year
were imputed using hot deck imputation with mother's age, race, education and
marital status as covariates.
We did not impute father not working or violent criminal for marrieds and mother's generalized anxiety or drug/alcohol problem for marrieds or unmarrieds.
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been treated for drug and alcohol problems. To measure
violence we used a question that asked mothers whether they
had been 'hit or slapped' or 'seriously hurt' by the father of their
child. We also looked at whether the father had ever been incarcerated for a violent crime.

Findings
Table 1 shows the extent to which the problems discussed
above - unemployment, poor mental health, and violence - are
prevalent among new unmarried parents. Married couples that
have recently given birth are used as a comparison group.
According to our estimates, over 20 percent of unmarried
fathers were not working at the time their child was born, compared with seven percent of married fathers. Unemployment
poses a serious barrier to marriage, not only because it reduces
the likelihood that marriage will improve the economic status
of the family but also because unemployment reduces the
chances that the marriage will be stable over the long run. Most
studies find that fathers' employment is an important predictor
of both marriage and marital stability. Moreover, the parents in
the Fragile Families Survey report that 'father having a steady
job' is essential to a stable marriage.
The prevalence of mental health problems is also high among
unmarried parents. About 15 percent of mothers and10 percent
of fathers suffer from clinical depression. The prevalence of
depression is 1.6 times as great among unmarried mothers, as
compared to married mothers, and about 1.4 times as great
among unmarried fathers, as compared to married fathers.
Generalized anxiety is less common but still relatively high
among unmarried parents. About 3 percent of unmarried mothers and 2 percent of unmarried fathers suffer from anxiety.
Among married parents, the figures are 2 percent and 2 percent
respectively. Over 20 percent of unmarried couples report
substance abuse issues for at least one partner: Seven percent of
unmarried mothers and 16 percent of unmarried fathers report
drug or alcohol problems. These figures are substantially higher
for unmarried parents than married parents. Finally, violence is
much more common among unmarried parents than married
parents. Nine percent of unmarried mothers report being 'hit,
slapped, or seriously hurt' by the father as compared to only 3
percent of married mothers. Note that these figures are likely to
under-estimate true prevalence rates of substance abuse and
violence among parents. For example, mothers report higher
levels of violence (for the same time period) after their relationship with the father has ended. Finally, unmarried fathers
are much more likely than married fathers to report being
incarcerated for a violent crime: 10 percent versus 3 percent.
Next, we used the information in Table 1 to sort unmarried
parents into five groups that are ordered according to the
likelihood that the couple would benefit from a program that
improved their relationship skills and provided incentives to
marry. Group 1 includes couples that were romantically

involved at the child's birth AND have none of the problems
previously described. Each subsequent group may include the
problems associated with the lower groups but not of the higher
groups. Group 2 includes couples that were romantically
involved at birth AND had a father who was not working
during the two weeks prior to the baby's birth. Group 3 includes
couples that were romantically involved at birth AND have a
parent with a serious mental health problem such as depression,
anxiety or substance abuse. Parents in group 3 may also have a
father who was not working at the time their child was born but
Table 2: Who Benefits from Marriage Promotion
Percentage of Unmarried Couples
Marriageable

36

Father Not Working

10

Mental Health Issues
or Alcohol/Drug Problem

23

Violence

13

Not Romantically Involved

18

Sample Size = 2,659

do not have any of the problems associated with group 4.
Group 4 includes couples that were romantically involved at
birth AND are at risk for domestic violence, either because the
father has a history of domestic violence or because he has been
incarcerated for a violent crime. The parents in Group 4 may
also have problems with employment and mental health.
Finally, couples in Group 5 are not romantically involved at the
time of birth and therefore not likely to participate in programs
designed to promote marriage. These parents may or may not
have any of the problems previously discussed.
According to the figure, about 36 percent of unmarried parents
fall into Group 1. This group is the most likely to be receptive
to marriage initiatives and least likely to suffer negative consequences from such programs. Most of the parents in this group
(79 percent) say that they plan to marry or live together. Nearly
10 percent of parents fall into group 2; that is, the father has
employment problems but none of the other problems listed
above. These parents might also benefit from a marriage
program if the latter included services that helped the father
obtain (and keep) a job. Even with a steady job, many of these
couples are going to have a hard time maintaining a stable
marriage. Over one-third of the fathers in this group have less
than a high school education.
Twenty-three percent of unmarried parents fall into Group 3, that
is, they are romantically involved and at least one of the parents
has a mental health problem. Depression, anxiety, and substance
abuse are serious problems that undermine relationships. If the
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couples in this group are to benefit from marriage programs, they
will probably need help that goes beyond relationship skills
training. Twenty-eight percent of the couples in Group 3 also
have a father who was not working when their child was born.
Thirteen percent of unmarried parents fall into Group 4, which
indicates a high risk of violence. Just over one-half of these
couples have a father who has been incarcerated for a violent
crime and just less than one-half have a father who has used
physical force against the mother. A substantial proportion
of the couples in this group also suffer from employment (33
percent) and mental health (56 percent) problems.
Finally, 18 percent of parents fall into Group 5, which indicates
that they were no longer romantically involved and unlikely to
participate in marriage programs.

Policy Implications
Our findings provide some support for those who claim that
marriage initiatives could have positive effects on parents and
children. One-third of unmarried parents appear to face no
serious barriers to marriage, as defined here, and a substantial
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