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 The conventional elite wisdom is that marriage does 
not matter. 
 

 Cornell psychologist Penny Drexler: “The [single-
parent] families I studied are legitimate, viable and 
raising fine boys. It’s not the number or gender of 
parents in the house [that matters].” 
 

 Hollywood Star Jennifer Aniston: “Women are realizing 
it more and more knowing that they don’t have to 
settle with a man just to have that child.” 
 



 Regardless of the elite wisdom, a large and 
growing body of social science indicates 
that: 
 Children are most likely to thrive and even 

survive when they are raised by their own 
married mother and father; 
 Children long to know and be known by the man 

and woman who brought them into this world. 
▪ United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child 

holds that a child shall have “as far as possible, the right 
to know and be cared for by his or her parents.” 
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 Last 40 years, the West has witnessed dramatic 
retreat from marriage. 
 Marked increases in divorce, cohabitation, and 

nonmarital childbearing, & single parenthood. 
 Now many of these trends are spreading around the 

globe. 
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Sources: Sustainable Demographic 
Dividend, 2011 



6 

 One consequence of the retreat from 
marriage is that children are more likely to 
end up in a single parent family. 
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 Why should we care that more children are 
spending time in single-parent homes? 
 Aren’t families just changing with the times? 

http://images.google.com/imgres?imgurl=http://children.foreignpolicyblogs.com/files/2007/07/kthompson-340-sad-child_1_.jpg&imgrefurl=http://children.foreignpolicyblogs.com/category/child-migrant-labor/&h=453&w=340&sz=12&hl=en&start=3&sig2=gX657vvXU6nMEbGU-rEhDQ&usg=__yNDagEpKYUWmDbRR4zLZKqlMarQ=&tbnid=X3NsRX2-h93IVM:&tbnh=127&tbnw=95&ei=Q3__SM2ZBY3eMODE1eIC&prev=/images?q=sad+child&gbv=2&hl=en�
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 Children reared in single-parent homes in U.S. are 
two to three times more likely to experience 
serious negative outcomes: 
 About 10% of children in biological married-parent 

homes experience such outcomes; 
 About 25% of children in biological single-parent 

homes experience such outcomes. 
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 The consequences of single parenthood for 
children: 
 Psychological:  
▪ Suicide, drug abuse, & depression 

 Social:  
▪ Delinquency, crime, teenage pregnancy, & educational 

failure 

 Economic:  
▪ Poverty, & material hardship 
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 Children don’t always do better in intact, 
married homes, compared to single-parent 
homes. 

 Sometimes, societies with strong kinship 
systems can reduce or eliminate the impact 
of living outside of an intact, married home. 
 Education outcomes in parts of the non-Western 

world provide an example of this. 
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 The primary reason that the state accords a 
special legal status to marriage is that 
marriage is the cross-cultural institution that 
best ensures children are supported—
financially, socially, and emotionally—by their 
mother and their father. 
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 Cohabitation is becoming more common 
 Especially among poor and working class 
 More than 40% of children will spend some time 

in a cohabiting union in the U.S. 
 Cohabitation is the modal form of childbearing 

in most of Latin America 
 Cohabitation is the modal form of childbearing 

in much of Northern Europe 
 Are children doing ok in cohabiting 

households? 
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 Children in cohabiting households do worse 
than children in intact, married families in 
U.S.: 
 Educational failure (Raley et al. 2005) 
▪ 60% less likely to graduate from HS 

 Drug use  (Cavanaugh 2008) 
▪ 116% more likely to smoke marijuana as teens 

 Sexual and physical abuse of children (Fourth 
National Incidence Study of Child Abuse and Neglect 
2010) 

 



23 

 



 

24 



25 

Mom Married Mom Cohabiting
0

10

20

30

40

50

Odds that pre-school 
child will be killed

US

Family Structure Source: Schnitzer 
and Ewigman 2006 



26 

 Cohabiting unions tend to have less 
commitment, trust, sexual fidelity, and more 
violence than married unions. 

 They are also much less stable, even when 
biological kids are involved. 
 Instability is linked to numerous problems for 

children—from delinquency to sexual abuse—and 
helps to explain why cohabiting unions are arguably 
more risky for children than a stable, single parent 
home. 
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 But cohabitation is much more common & 
institutionalized in Europe. Might 
cohabitation be ok in Europe? 

 No. 
 UCLA Demographer Patrick Heuveline: “in most 

[European] countries children born to 
cohabiting families are two to four times more 
likely to see their parents separate than are 
children in married households.” 
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 Children born to cohabiting parents are 75% 
more likely to see mom and dad split by age 
15, compared to children born to married 
parents (Kennedy and Thomson 2010) 
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 “Although it was once possible to believe that 

…high rates of … cohabitation and nonmarital 
childbearing represented little more than lifestyle 
alternatives brought about by the freedom to 
pursue individual fulfillment, many analysts now 
believe that these individual choices can be 
damaging to the children who have no say in them 
and to the society that enables them.”  

 - Ron Haskins, Sara McLanahan, and Elizabeth 
Donahue, Brookings-Princeton Policy Brief (2005) 

 31 



 

32 



 

33 



 The elite wisdom about the family is wrong. The 
social sciences tell us (and many global citizens 
agree) that in much of the world children are most 
likely to thrive when they are raised by their own 
married mother and father. 
 

 We need to renew the cultural, 
 economic, & legal foundations of  
 marriage to ensure that children  
 have the benefit of being in  
 communion with the man and  
 woman who brought them into 
  this world. 
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