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Summary

Society has a
large stake in

Children should be
our eeniral coneern
and, in general.

they pare better when
raised by fwo

also typleally
improves the health

and econcmic
wellbeing of aduls.

lipe and benepits
civie society.

Marriage is on trial. Ninety percent of Americans marry and want their marriages

to succeed  Yet historically high rates of divorce and unwed parenthood raise serious
questions about the survival of society’s bedrock institution. These trends are having
devastating effects on children, adults nnd society &t large. For years the public has
bemoaned the "breakdown of the family,” vet il has avolded serious disassion of
marrisge a5 8 public ssue.

The Family Impact Seminar believes it is vime 1o rake marmage serfously and put it on
the public agenda. Sociery has a large stake in strengthening marrisges. Children should
be our central concem and, in general, they fare better when rised by two parenis.

Marmage also typically improves the health and economic wellbeing of adulte, siabilines
community life and benéfits civic society.

MNumerous (ears about hidden agendas and personal sensitivities account for our
longstanding reluctance 1o discuss the "M word.™ Yel, these matural impediments
should not be permitied to stifle sudy and debate on a subpect of such importanee 1o
50 Many

Indeed. recent publicity abour the effects an children of divorce and absent fathers, and
the wellare reform debates about (llegitimacy have stimulated the beginning of a public
discussion on marriage. Within the last three years, dozens of state legislitive proposals
have focused on making divorce more difficult But these proposals present too namow
and politically divisive an approaach. A wider range of strategies (s needed o respond 1o
the several causes of marital dectine and o focus more on prevention. Above all,
marriage should be considered a nonpartisan (ssue.

The report pains in broad-brush strokes a preliminary landscape of marriage as a
public issue and develops a framework for a public sgenda on marriage. We hope it
will contribute 10 a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the issues
and bring attention 1o some imporant avenues of action that deserve 1o be
explared and expanded
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The primary goal of a marriage agenda shold be to They include:
strengthen and support marmiage, that i, make marriage
better (o be in rather than more difficult 1o get out of

In the Seminar’s view this goal will command wide-
spread support. Eight principles are put forward in this and remedios.

report o guide the debate sbout goals and the * Improving basie marriase and divoree
development of an agends on marriage it ey

* Providing inpormation and public education
abeut marriage rends. cauaes, conaequences.

Three of these principles are- * Remeving pinancial disineentives

* We should net promete a single ST '_'.'14&. kor marriage {e.q. in the tox and
model of marriage. | | welbare lawa).

* We muar jind a way o} talking
aboul marriage that does mot
offend single individuals or blame
dingle parenti.

* Promgting reapenaible, commitied
and involved patherhood.

* Chansing arate lows te strensthen

marriage.

* We can no lenger take marriage
jor granted. bur need (o make a
deliberate and eonacicus efpert to
help marrioges succeeed, * Mobilizing religious and eommunity support

fe.g. Community Marriage Policy),

* Learning how fe make better marriages (e.g. the
rapidiy growing Meld of marriage education),

Although marriage is a new topic for policymakers,
scholars and practitioners have learned a lot about * Creating marriage-friendiy workplaces.
whal makes some marmiages succeed or fall. Many

sirateghes are underway or being proposed at national,
state and communiry levels,

The report bullds on discussions and debates the Family
Imepact Seminar (FIS) has had over the past two years as
we prepared to lawnch our new program on marriage,
and also on the commissioned papers and discussions
at the roundtable meeting Strategles o Strengthen
Marringe: What Do We Know? What De We Need 1o
Know? held on June 23-24, 19g7 In Washireton, D.C.
(The papers presented at this roundiable are available
in a companion volume to this repory, see p. 52)




[. The Retreat from Marriage

The Public and Private Faces of Marriage

Next teo parenthood.
marriage is the
mosl impertant.

and rewrarding

relaticnahip we

ever underfake.

But what happens
in this mest private
of all relationships
ean have powerful
eppects on others,

and on sociely
as a whole.

Next to parenthood, marriage is the most important, challenging, and rewarding rela-
tionship we ever undertake. But what happens in this most private of all relationships
can have powerful eflects on others. and on sociely 08 8 whole. Most of us marmy and
we want our marriages to last. Most of us belleve that children need the support, love
and attention of two paremts. But over the past throe decades the rates of divoree, out-
of-wedlock childbearing and father absence have sosred to historically high levels
These trends are having profound and often devastating effects on us all. but especially
on children. and we are spending much time. effort and billions of dollars dealing with
i consequences.

The nature of the crisis 15 well known. More than fifry percent of all first marmages
today are expected to end in divorce; a third of all births are out-of-wedlock: nearly
forty percent of all children do not live with their iological Tathers: and the typical non-
resident father neither supports nor sees his children on a regular basis

Children living i mother-only househalds are five times as likely 1o be poor, are m
higher risk of school failure and drog-out, and are more Hkely to engage in early sexual
activity and other sell-destructive behaviors. Father absence (s also stronely linked to
high rates of juvenile violence and crime. Further, the breakdown in the family” is
largely responsible for the rise {n wellare rolls n the seventies and eighties.

Attention 1o these facts is not new. Ever since the 1973 Senate sub-committee hearings
on American Families: Trends and Pressures chaired by Senator Mondale. these and
other changes in family trends have been widely documented and commented upon

Far the past two decades we have had numerous studies. debates. and propasals

to respond 1o the problems of ween pregnancy, wellare dependency, child abuse,

iy well as 1o the challenges posed by the growth in maternal employment and two-
eamner [amilies. Many new programs were created or expanded 1o strengthen and
support families—child care. family leave, Head Star. matermal and child health, welfare
assistance, family preservation and esmed income tax credits to name only a few. Yet
none of these addressed the root cause of many of the soclal problems, namely the
decline in marriage.



in the early 148a’s, FIS and a lew other crganizations
noted that in the emerging family policy agenda a critical
clement wis missing — males and fathers." Progeams
and policies designed 1o support families, such as Head
Start and welfare, in fact focused only on mothers and
children. Il fathers were thought about at all, it was anly
as “dead-beat” dads. This neglect of fathers has begun 1o
charge. New research. programs and policies are
lnunching the new field of Tatherhood, and i1s activities
are slowly beginning to change the way people think
about familtes, family policy and programs, purting
[athers back into the picture

However marriage. the cornerstone of the family, is still
not on the public sgenda. Divorce. and especially the
aftermath of divorce, has had a good deal of attentian,
as have 1een pregnancy and childbearing. But marmage
nas not. No national stsdies, government commissions
or 1ask [orces have been sot up 1o review what we know
about the causes of the changes in marital behavior and
examine whether and how we can strengthen the
institution, More of the major think tarks. foundations
or national organizations have 1aken on the issue or
come up with any serjous proposals. Indeed most policy
officlals have avoided the subject.
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Some conservative leaders have been forthright in talk-
ing about the value of marmiage along with other tradi-
tional family values, yet they have not proposed many
tdeas about what can be done 1o srengrhen marriage
beyord getting rid of wellare and eliminating the
marriage penalty in the tax code.

The avoidance of marriage as & public lssus 15 mirrored
by & lack of serious talk sbout marriage at a personal
level Marty couples are striving 1o balance work and
family roles and responsibilities within a framework of
gonder equality, but rarely do they discuss with others
the strain that these pressures place on their marital
relationship. People are encouraged 1o talk with their
teenagers about how 1o avold pregnancy, but seldom do
we talk with our children (or our friends) about what it
takes 1o have a good marriage or how 1o avold divorce
Lots of advice is given 1o young couples ahout how 1o
prepare for a wonderful wedding and whar 1o do il it
rairs. But rarely does anyone talk with the couple
before or alter the event about how to weather the pre-
dictable ups and downs of marrisge.

The refuctance to discuss marriage is really quite aston-
ishing. Over the last few years, as we began 10 plan the
new FIS program on marriage, our attempts 1o bring the
subject up have been wpically greeted by silence or
changing the subject 1t is as if marriage was a dirty
word, the "M word ™




Reasons Why Marriage Should
Be On the Publie Agenda

Two conditions must be met before the public will be
ready to put marriage sguarely on the public asenda.

The first i5 to make the case for marrisge, 1o convinoe
people that marrigge matiers not only 1o them personally
but also to society, The second &5 fo undersiand better
why people treat marmiage as the "M word® even when
they understand i1s public importance.

With respect to the first task, FIS believes
there are at least seven compelling reasons

why the public has an interest in marriage.

1 + Marriage remains a personal goal for
the vast majority of Americans. Across the
political spectrum, people overwhelming want thair
children and grandchildren to be bam into marriages,
and for those marfiages to be characterized by love,
stabliity and durability. While young people reject the
Idea that marriage and having children is a personal
necessity, most continue (o value marriage. Nine-
tenths of all high school seniors say that it is guite or
extremely impartant that they have a good marriage
and family life, and most expect to marry, As Arland
Thornton has commented, “These values suggest that
there would be strong support for appropriate policies
o encourage and support happy and durable
marriages and the bearing of childran within those
marriages.”!

2 « Children do best when raised by two
caring, cooperative parents. Marriage, on
average, is good for children economically, socially and
psychologically. Studles document tha common sense
wiew that, in general, children dao better an all kinds of
measures when ralsed by two parents, Marrizge
strengthens chiidren's claims to the economic
resources, love and affection, nurturing and socisl
capital of both parents.® This Includes access to bath
sets of extended familles, (These benefits however
depend on the parents hiaving a reasonably cooperative
and caring relationship, When parents have a sericusly
troubled, high-conflict marriage, children are better off
if their parents divorce).’



3 « Marriage helps promote and support
responsible and caring fatherhood.” Accord-
ing to & growing body of research fathers play a unique

role in their children's development beyond being a sec-

ond adult that helps provide and care for their child.
Mareover the father's help, support, encouragement
and love for the child's mother is critical for effective
parenting. Indeed one of the faremost child psycholo-

gists, Professor Urle Bronfenbrenner of Comell Universi-

ty maintains that the best thing fathers can do for their
children Is to love the child's mather. While a few single
fathers are able to stay close, or become even closer to,
their children upon the breakup of a marriage, this is
not the typical pattern. In general the father-child bond
is much more sensitive to the quality of the relationship
between the parents (as well as to economic factors,

Institutional practices and employment opportunities)
than I3 the mather-child bond.

4 + Marriage is good for most adults.” on
average married men and women are healthier, lve
longer, have fewer emotional problems, have better e
and are jess likely to engage In self destructive behav-
iors such as alcoholism or drug abuse. These positive
health outcomes of marriage are not primarily the result
of self-selection but reflect the fact that people behave
differently when they are married, They have healthler
life styles, eat better, and monitor each other's health.
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5 * Marriage is good for the economy and
employers, Married individuals work harder, earmn
more and save mare.” They are more fikely to be
homeowners and to want to Invest in the future.
Employers benefit from contented marrlages. Serious
marriage problems, and the stress and conflicts
imvolved in divorce create distracted and poorly
motivated workers and lead to losses in productivity ¥

6 « Strong, stable marriages are the
"seedbed of moral character and civic
virtue," and help build stronger, more stable and
less violent communities, ™

7" Marriage is good for taxpayers. The
rise in single-parent households is a major cause of
child and family poverty and welfare dependency and
many associated problems."” There Is ne doubt that
the breakdown of marriage has increased the cost of
many public health and social service programs. If the
levels of divorce and out-of-wedlock childbearing could

be reduced, government expenditures could be
considerably lower.




Why Marriage is the "M Word"

The case for strepgthening marriage s very compelling,
Then why are we tiproeing around the subject of
marriage? Why. of the decline in marmage 15 having
such serious effects, do napional opinion leaders, public
officials, religious leaders, policy analysis, educators,
health care professionals, sociol workers, community
leaders and others avoid the subject of marriage?

The Family Impact Seminar has talked with
many people to try to understand why
marriage has not been addressed as a public
issue. We learned of several different

reasons why people are nervous,
embarrassed or defensive about the subject,
even when they agree that it is important.
Here are some aof them:

Sensitivities, The “M word® brings with It many
different kinds of baggage. Peoplé worry about the
ideotogical agendas they suspect hide behind a
pros-marriage stance. For example, many feminisis
react negatively to calls o "restore a pro-marriage
culture,” as they fear a reinstitution of patriarchy

and putling women back in the kitchen. For others,
espacially frant-line social workers and advocates who
work with poor women, marriage has a bitter
resonance since they are daily confronted with its dark
side — domestic violence and child abuse. Dthers are
concerned that pro-marriage pollcy will result in
discrimination against single people in fax laws and
ather programs. While conservatives have been much
more likely to speak up in favor of marriage they too
are sometimes wary, fearful that the public focus on
marriage will lead to propoesais to [egitimate same-sox
marriage, which they vehemently oppose.”

Stigmatization. Promoting marriage is believed
to stigmatize and blame single parents, many of whom
are doing a good job under very difficuli circumstances,
Since single-parent households are more prevalent

In low-income African-American communities, a
pro-marmiage agenda may seem especially insensitive
to their concerns and realities, In addition. some fear
that paolicles designed to reduce out-of-wedlock births
may lead to re-labeling children as "illegitimate,*

and deny them their hard won rights to the support
and benefits of their fathers.

Intrusion, Marriage Is very personal and private.
The idea of any outside autharity having a say about
marrlage makes people very uncomforiable and
resistant. For those whao are religious, marriage is

a matter between individuals, thelr God, and their
church (temple, or mosque). For the secular, marriage
increasingly has come to represent a private contract
between Individuals, who are free to enter and leave as
they please, with minimal interference.



Skepticism. Some scholars argue that the decline
in marriage is world-wide, a result of overwhaiming
social and economic forces that cannot be reversed. In
their view attempis to strengthen marriage are largely
futite. They aiso point out that nothing is permanant
anymore. |obs, houses, careers, lifestyles, community
residence, and education all change canstantly
throughout our [ives. Thus changing partners through
“serlal® marrlages and creating “aliernative® family
forms may become appropriate norms for the future.

Misunderstanding. when confronted
with the overwheiming evidence of the
negative consequences for children who
grow up In a single parent home, some
discount the canclusions of the
research. They are quick to point out
Individual situations in which children
are clearty better off when thelr par-
ents divorce, or whan a single mother
ls doing a great job. This Is a misun-
derstanding of statistics, The research
findings apply to the population as a
whale, not to each individual child, In fact,
though divorce puts children at risk, many
children of divorce do well. What the research says Is
that a growing, and to most people unacceptably large,
number of children are much worse off growing up In a
single parent home than they would be if they had two
cooperalive parents.,

Personal experience. Finaily, marriage, divarce,
and out-of-wedlock childbearing are very personal and
often very painful subjects. Too often marriage can be
" stifling prison or a spirit-crushing bartlefield.*'! The
overwhelming majority of Americans have had some
direct experience with divorce, as adults or children,
elther in their own lamilies or thelr friends’. Many have
had some acquaintance with unwed pregnancy and for
out-af-wedlock childbearing. Although the stigma
attached to these events has lessened, the experlence
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typically remains fraught with pain, anger, disappoint-
ment, guilt and fesiings of faflure. It is easier simply to
avoid the subject,

The Family Impact Seminar decided that these fears and
senisitivities. however real. should not be permitted 1o
stifle study and debate on a topic of such importance to
the vast majority of Americans and that has such witde-
spread ramilications for society. Yer these concerns
must nat be lightly dismissed. They need 1o be 1aken
into socount wisen seeking 10 establish voals for
& public agenda on marriage that can receive
broad support. They also help us identify
questions and sswes that must be
addressed.

A common thread that runs through all of
these perspectives i that even when
prople agree that marriage is a greatly
weakened instiution, they do not know
what can be done 1o strengthen it. Moceover
they are alraid that any elfective remedies
would be at the cost of other values they hold
dear. FI$ believes this conclusion s prematore since
80 linthe effort has been fnvested in finding out what can
bt chone to armest of reverse the trends. As we will dis-
cuss iater in Part ¥ of this report, although there has
b little discussion about strategies 1o strengthen
marriage st a national level, much more has been going
o1 at the state and local levels. Over the past two
decades a small army of dedicated researchers and
professionals have been learning a lot about cougple
relationships and marmage. As a result there are some
promising ideas and approaches underway 1o help make
marrikges succeed that are not wel] known 1o others.
These approaches focus largely on prevention, and are
compatible with, and supportive of, principles of gender
edquality,




Emerging Pressures
to Take Action

In the |ast few years a public debale about marriage has
begun to surface in part as a result of the publicity given
in several books, artickes and media reports 1o the
research on the effects of father absence on children. '
Pertiaps as o resull, arstate and community levels there
Is an incrieasing sense of urgency 1o “do something”
about marriage. The number of marrisge and
divorce-related ills imtroduced into state legisiaiures
has skyrockeved, although few have been enacted

Initinlly the proposals at state level were Largely
conlined to two highly divisive issves: whether and how

to make divorce more difficult, and whether 10 legalize
or ban same sex-marmiage.  However sone new ideas
have recently begun 10 be put forward. [n August,
1947 Louisiana passed a law establishing an alternative
type af marriage contract which couples could choose,
namely Covenant Marriage. This conmract is intended 1o
help couples take thelr marriage vows more serfously
and make it somewhat harder to obtain divosee.

This new law attracted widespread interest in the
media, und within the year nineteen siates had
introdwced similar bille. In May. 1998, Florida

enacted the Marmiage Preparation and Preservation
Act, which required relationship education in high
schools, encouraged couples to take marriage
preparation, and gave all those who applied for
marrisge licenses information about marital

rights and obligations under the Law.

At the community level. increasing numbers of

religlous and civic leaders are searching for appropriate
sirategies o strengthen marriage. Since 1986, eighty
metropolitan areas have established Comrmunity Mar-
riage Policy agreements. in which groups of local clergy,
sometimes in collaboration with civic leaders, agree to a
set of minimum reguirements for couples who plan 10
marry (see p.16).

Meanwhile the public’s thirst for knowledee and
asststance with their personal relationships s beens
fed by women's magamines, journals, and 1alk shows,
which provide increasing coverage of marringe,
divorce and gender relationships.  Addinonal
evidence is the remarkable growih in the (ield of
marriage education (discussed below) and the
phenomenal commercial success of seli-help books
and tapes, such as Gary Smalley's Making Love [oar For
ever. John Gray's series Men are jrom Mara.
Women are From Yenua, and Harville Hendrix's
Getting the Love You Wamt

These developments signal that marriage a3 an
Institution is attracting new attention n both privane
and public arenas. This interest has been given
additional stimnslus by the federal wellare reform law,
The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Rec-
ancillation (PRWORA) of 1996, and the new

national interest in promoting responsible atherhood
Governors, stale leglslators, state wellare directars,
courity officials, justices of the peace. and community
lenders are slowly beginning to seek strategles to reduce
divorce rates and out-of-wedlock childbearing conneci
{athers to their children, and strengihen marriage
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Glven these developments, now 15 8 good time to

mlk seriously and sensibly about the crisis in marriage
and what can be done abour it. 'We owe it to the next
generation, [oday’s young men and women, who as the
children of divorce and single parenthood have leermed
painful kessons about the fragility and impermanence of
impartant relationships. Many of them are determined
not 10 repeat thelr parents’ generation’s mistakes. but
they worry about whether they know what it takes (o
have a good marriage and are wary of commitment.

As a public issue, however, the topic of marnage is
still in its infancy. The groundwork of study, discussion,
expertment. and debate has not yet been lajid. Before
people rush to take action it's impormant 1o step back
and be clear about the purpose and meaning of
marriage. In Part [l we ask the most basic question:
why, nowadays, do people marry? Next, we propose
some goals and principles to guide the public study
anit debate that we believe will obtain broad support.
In Part 11l we review what we know about the causes
of the decline in marriage before describing. in Part IV,
a wide range of strategies that are bedng tried out or
proposed. We conclude, in Part ¥, by linking the
pubilic with the private agendas on marriage.




II. Goals and Principles to Guide a Marriage Agenda

Why Do People Marry?

s ¢« MOW I3 0 good

time to talk sericusly
and sensibly abous
the crisia in marriage
and what can be
done about it. We
owe it fo the next
seneration, foday’s
young men and
women, whe as the
ehildren of diverce
and single parent-
heod have learmed
painful (esacns about
the jragility and
impermanence
ol impertant
relationshipa.

Marriage is viewed as such an integral part of soclety that people seldom stop to think
abaut its purpose and meaning. But this is an imporiam exercise because the answer |
no longer abvious. Marriage his been with us for centories, but its functions have
changed, at least in the Industrialized. developed countries. Historically, a primary pur-
pose of marriage was to control men's sexual behavior and assure them of their paterni-
ty. Another was 1o reguiste inhertance of property. Also, umtil the latter hall of the
twentieth contury, marrisge was the best route for mest women to achieve g semnblance
ol economic security.

None ol these functions now seem ad imponant as they once were. Sexual relations
outside of marriage are now 1olerated ond comman. Paternity can be estabiished
through DNA tests. For large numbers of people, childbearing and marriage have
become de-coupled. And women can live and work independently and radse children on
their own

Il marriage is no longer necessary for people 1o satisdy their sexual appetites, or for
woinen s economic suppart, of for having children then what is iis meaning? Why do
people who live together get married?

Some commentators have deplored the fact that the farger meanings of marriage seem
10 have been forgatten. They claim that one reason for the weakening of the marriage
trestitution i that for too many young people nowadays marriege has simply become an
“expressive imtitution,” a vehicle lor the exchange of passion and romantic jove, For
such couples, marriage vows are made only lor "so long &5 love dath las*

However most people embarking on marriage understand thar taking public vows has
significance beyond signaling the state of their feelings for each other As Dr. Frank
Prmman says well, "Marriage is not about being in love. It is about the agreement 1o love

one another. Love s an active, transitive verb. [t is something married grownups do no
marter how thiy el ™S

Ler's take a look at the several contemparary functions of marriage, grouped under the
headings of persanal. social. economic, legal and sacramental * We discuss each briefiy



Personal. No better institution than marriage has
been found to satisfy the deep human need for physi:
cal and emotional closeness, for lasting love, affection,
companionship and to be cared for, Importantly, these
qualities ane built up over time and depend upon famil-
iarity and a continuous relationship. Marriage Is about
sharing memories and planning the future. It is about
having someane to grow old with. Marriage ensures
that you have a partner to share the intense joys and
triumphs, the pain and disappointments and the shear
hard work of raising children. The commitment of mar-
riage —"I'li be there for you for better and for worse™ —
15 a personal safety net for times of distress, economic
hardship and il health. The commitment of marriage
#lsn serves as a brake on impulsive behavior, There's
something aboul the legal and public commitment
which makes It harder to walk out on a marriage than
on a cohabiting relationship. in short, marriage
assures some stability and continuity in an era of
uncertainty and rapid change.

Social, Society's main interest in marrlage Is because
it 1s the best and least costly institution In which to
raise children. The legal tie assures soclety that two
parents are available and responsible for supporting
and nurturing thelr children, safeguarding thelr health,
pramating their education, and teaching them moral
and social values. In addition, mariage typlcally
connects two extended famiiles, creating additional
resgurces and supports for the children, as well as
additional maral and social family obligations for the
adults. In this sense marriage s the crucible for a civic
society — children leam the value of ghving. and of
respact, kindness and compromise by pbserving their
parents” mlationship.
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Economic. Although the family househald is no
longer a sell-sufficiant unit of ecanomic production as
it was In the agrarian times, marrlage remains a

vitally important economic partnership, Spouses pool
their economic resaurces through thelr employment
and unpald work at home and thereby achieve some
economies of scale and speciallzation. Marrlage s also
typically the primary unit of economic consumption,
investment and saving,

Legal. Marriage is distinctively a legal institution,
both protected and regulated by a body of state law
that determines the rules under which people can
marry, separate and divorce, Numerous rights and
benefits accrue to married persons, Including
eligibility for employment-related health benefits, the
right to make medical decisions for the spouse, inheri-
tance in absence of a will, filing joint ax retums and
obtaining Social Security and Medicare benefits. Mari-
tal obligations and responsibilities on the other hand
are rather few, are generally loosely defined in state
law and often become clear only upon marital separa:
tion and divorce,

Sacramental and Spiritual. 1» most societies
marriage is also seen as @ sacramental mstitution, a
commitment before God, bullt upon sacred promises
and overseen by religious authorities. In most cul-
tures, the wedding ceremony and other symbols and
rites underscore the religious significance and spiritual
meaning of the relationship. Even for those who are
not affiliated with a religion, marriage, like parenthood,
can be a vocation, connecting them to the ultimate
values and meaning of life,




Finding Common Ground

The public interest in marriage is clear. But marriage (s
2 complex and personal subject about which people
have strong views. Given the sensitivities and
controversies surrounding the subject the challenge is
to find common ground, Is it possible to agres uporn a
st of guiding principles and goals 1o unlock the current
paralysis and begin a broader discussion about what
should and can be done?

The Family Impact Seminar believes thar, aithough
there is much thar divides us about marriage, there
are some broad goals and principles upon
which we can agree. Too often the family
values debates have been framed in
extreme, simplistic terms, with consery-
atives said to be “for™ marriage and
liberals either neutral or “against®
Marriage is clearly not a parusan issue
when minety percent of Americans

marry and want their marriages 1o
succeed. We believe it 1s possible to get
agreement on a few basic goals, namely that we

want the next generation to have stronger marriages,
fewer divorces, with more of their children (our grand-
children) growing up with their fathers in their homes

Guiding Principles

We propose the following eight principles
to guide the discussion about eoals and
strategies:

1. We must engage in a more balanced
discussion about marriage. The current
polarizarion of attitudes and positions on marriage is
harmful and does not reflect the complex strugeles and
difemmus ordinary people are dealing with every day,
The: debate about marriage needs 1o iInclude voices (rom
the broad middle of the spectrum that have been largely
silenr on this topic 1o dane

% 2. The debate must be informed by
\ data and research, We cannot restore
'-f_ilr marriage simply by passing laws or preaching
!" from the pulpit. 'We need o enderstand

| whatis happening to couples and marriage

today before we can develop effective reme-
dies. Facts are needed to mform and shape,
though not dictate, the values underlying partic-
ular strategles.

3. The debate about marriage needs to be
comprehensive and nuanced. |ust as there are no
single causes to account for changing marital behaviors,
there can be no simple or single solutions. Mareaver,
the marrioge problem i not confined 1o the acts of
getting married or divorced. The very nature of marrisee
s in & state of tremendous uncertainty and change. The
values, attitudes, and expectations held about marringe,
the roles and tasks performed by couples within
marringes. the underlying sconomic and legal contex
surrounding marriage, and community and institutional
supparts for marriage are all in remendous Mox



4. We should not promote a single
model of marriage. People will have dif-
lerent preferences about the kind of marrisge
they want to have. |ust as there is no one
way of being a good parent, there is no one
way of having a good marrisge. Some value
and promote a traditional form of marriage
with the hushand as the "head” of the family, _
and a clear division of roles and tasks between the
spouses. Many others reject this model and seek 1o
create relationships of greater gender equality and a
sharing and blending of tasks and roles. We mast
respect the views of those who have iraditiona) valies,
Just ps we respect those who seek (o create

more egelitarian forms of marriage. We also nesd 1o
understard and respect the patterns and traditions of
marriage in other culiures and religions, whether Lating
or Asian, Jewish, Christian, or Muslim. However we
should all be able 1o agree that mutual respect and
caring between hushand and wile are essential to any
marriage, and that violence between spouses 1$ gnac-
ceplable

5. We must not blame or shame people for
their choices or the circumstances they find
themselves in, but join forces on what we all
want for the next generation. We must find a
way of miking about marriage that does not offend
single individuals or blame single parents. None of us
are untouched by the changes in marriage and lamily
formation today. No one should point the finger at
others.  Most of us have some experience with making
bad chotoes and with pain, guilt and disappointment in
our personal retntionships. Bul whether single, married
or divorced, we all can unite in the hope that the next
generntion will have stronger and more stable marriages
than ours did.
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6. Unmarried, cohabiting and step-par-
ents need to be included in a pro-mar-
rigge strategy. A sirengthening marriage
agenda needs 1o be broadly inclusive. Efforts
10 promote cooperative relationships between
unmarried parents, and to remove program dis-
Incentives 1o their marrying, are an important
7 par of a pro-marriage sgenda. When successiul,
these eflors will benefit the children and may lead o
stable and good marriages. Similarly, any initiatives
designed to strengthen marriage should sddress the spe-
cial needs of the fasi growing numbers of couples in their
second or lnter marmiages.

7. We should not overstate the value of
marriage and must acknowledzge its dark side.
For the majority, marriage brings many benefits, but

not everyone should, can or wants to marry. Moreover
some marriages clearly need to be ended. ‘When parents
are in serious conflict, divorce is often the best solution
for their children. Moreover, some single parents do

a great job, and their children do well, They need
understanding and support.

8. It is premature to declare that marriage is
on its way to hecoming extinct. However, if the
institution is to adapt 10 the new fast-changing
environment, individuals, couples. communities, and
public officials must make a more deliberate and
conscious effort 10 help marriages succeed. To do this
we must acknowledge the public and the private interest
in marriage and recognize that we all can play a part in
strengthening the inatitution,




Goals for the Marriage Agenda

It s important o come to agreement on the broad goals for o pubfic marriage agenda
before entering discussion about the best strategies, a subject on which we can expect
many different views. The Family Impact Seminar believes that a marmage agenda will
get the broadest support if the goal 15 not simply 1o reduce divaree, or increase “shal-
gun” marriages, but rather 1o make marriage sironger.,

The success of elforts to strengihen marriage are best measured by the lollowing
QUICOmes:

* Fewer children bomn out-of-wedlock; maore children living with two marred
parents; and fewer children experiencing divorce.

* More couples who report that they are satisfied or very satisfied with thelr
marriage: fewer couples who divorce.

* More children living in stable homes where their parents care about, cooperate
with, and are committed to each other.

* Mare children, whao, if living only with their mother, have regular, committed
and positive relationships with their fathers.

In addition, if we achieve some progress on these outcomes across pogulation
groups then it would be reasonable to expect that we would also see children doing
berter in school. less juvenile violence and child abuse, reduced welfare and other
public expenditures and many other positive resulis,
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Ill. Understanding the Decline in Marriage

What acecunts por
this deeline in

marriage? Is it a
result of the

weakening of legal,
secial. meoral, and
econcmic barriers to
diveree and nen-mar-
itol childbearing? Is
ir because
expectaticns jor
marriage hawe risen
&0 unreallstically
high, and cannot be
fulpilled? Cr is ir
due 1o excesaive

The decline in marringe is a worldwide phenomenaon, but is especially marked in America,
It has occurred across all segments of society and regions of the country although at
samewhat different rates. The term “decline in marriage” {or, as some prefer, the declining
significance of marriage) generally refers to the combined effect of two major demographic
mwends that have occurred over the last 25 years: the increase in divorce and in out-of-wed-
lock childbearing (see data provided on pages 46-47), Together they are respansible for the
dramatic increase in the numbers of children being raised in single parent households. In
rg7e only 12 percent of children lived with only one parent. but by 1gg6, this figure had
risen 10 28 percent, Although the rates are higher for minorities. the rise has been steeper
for whites. Both trends have had the effect of de-coupling parenthood and marriage

The decline in marriage has been exacerbated by the later age of first marriage, the
greatly increased rate of cohabitation and the decline in remarriage. Second and third
marrixges are even more Hkely to divorce than the lirst, in part because of the difficult
challenges of stepparenting and blending two families’ children

The breakdown of marriage is olten blamed on teen pregnancy and unwed mothers on
wellare Indeed illegitimacy has received a good deal of public discussion. As Barbara
Whitehead has pointed out, the fallure 1o see that these two isswes, divorce and ot-of-
wedlock births, are different aspects of the overall decline in marriage has allowed the
middle class to view family breakdown as » “them” problem rather than an “us” problem. 7

Divorce rates hive been rising lairly steadily since the middle of the igth century. But the
steep escalation in the seventles and eighties appeared especially dramatic on the heels
of the Mifties and sixties. at the height of the nuclear family. This was o perind whien peo-
ple married by their early twenties, had three or more children, “shotgun” marrisges were
the most common resolution to an unplanned pregnancy. white mothers were homemak-
ers. and divorce rates had fallen back 1o pre-war levels afier the short-lved steep
increase immediately after Warld War 1)'#

Cohabitation, namely wnmarried couples living 1ogether, increased sevenfold between

1y7e and 1996, One survey conducted in 1995 found that hali of all persons under age 4o
have lived in & cohabiting relationship.'®




What accounts {or this decline in marriage? Is it a result
of the weakening ol legal, social, moral, and economic
barriers to divorce and non-marital childbearing? s it
because expectations for marriage have risen so
unrealistically high, and cannot be fullilled? Or is it due
to excessive Individualism?

Scholars generally agree that many different [aciors ane
responsible. that some factors are more important for
some groups than others, and that they interact with
and reinforee each other. Economic trends in [emale
and male employment, the prolound changes in the
roles of women, liberalization of sexusl and moral
vlues and attitudes, increased mobility and the
disintegration of community lfe, and changes in the law
have all played a part. Some are clearly irreversible, but
others may be more amenable to policy or program
ImtErventian

These changes have rransformed the internal landscape
of marriage and removed many of the supports and
constraints that used to hold marriages together. Some
view the changes as entirely negative, and seek 1o fum
the clock back to former eras. But others believe that
some of the causes arée positive, especially the hard won
gains women have made in the economy and public Hife,
int gaining control over their reproduction and achieving
greater eguality in the home. While these gains for
women are creating major adjustments and some
turmodl in the short term, in the long run they create
new opportunities lor reshaping marriage into a
different, better, and stronger institutionn,

Economic Factors

Several different economic factors have played a role in
the decline in marringe * O these the most importam
is the increased participation of women in the labor
force, a rate which rose three-fold between 1950 and
i9g5. During this period more women worked foll Hme
and earned higher wages, Most dramatic were the
increxsing numbers of married women with young
children who worked ocuttide the home In 1970, only
ore third of marmied mothers with children under ree six
were emiployed, but by 1906 that proporiion had
doubled 10 two-thirds 2

Women's ability to earm their own income has created
what economists call an “independence” effect. Women
who are less economically dependent on their hushands
are freer 1o end an unhappy marringe. Similarfy their
husbands are fess liely o feel guilty if they take the
initiative 1o leave the marriage. Women whio become
prégnant outside of marrisge are now mome able 1o
support their children with their own earnings (although
mary have to tum 1o public sources of support)

The second economic explanation concerns the decline
in male employment and wages. While the growth of
the service sectors has encouraged women's employ-
ment. the decline in manufacturing industries has led 1o
a shortage of jobs for low skilled men, especially in
urban arcas, Paradoxically, it s male joblessness. miher
than [emale employment, which, through undermining
men s capacity to provide for their families, seems 1o
play a strong role in the low marriage rates among the
urban poar, especially African Americans.  'William
|ulius Wilson and others maintaln that the very high



rates of unemployment, combined with high rates of
male martality and incarceration, have created a scarcity
of marriageable males in the inner city ghettos. 2 While
this explanation has a lot of plausibility it does not
explain why marriage rates have [allen and divorce
risen, glthough not as much, among middie class African-
Americans who have jobs and earn decent incames. 2! (It
Is not well known that in the forties and fifies marriage
rates were almost as high among African Americans as

amony whites. They began to fall sharply in the
sinties 12

In his most recent book, When Work Disappears, Wilson,
places greater weight on cultural laciors and their
interaction with the economic. He states, "The weaker
the norms rgainst premarital sex, out-of-wedlock
pregnancy and non-marital parenthood, the more that
economic considerations affect the decision 1o marry. "5
In communities with high concentrations of paverty,
economic, cultural, and social factors appear 1o rein-
force each other in a downward, amplifying spiral across
generations. At this time we do not know enough to
know how and ar what level to intervene to reverse the
spiraling process.
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A third economic actor cited as a major cause of the
decline in marriage, especially in low-income
populations, is the expansion of welfare benefits that
eccurred in the late 1gbo's and igyo's. Wellare, it is
argued, olfers government support in place of the fathers
and breaks up or discourages marriage. There has been a
vigorous debate among economists about whether
research supports this view. The evidence is mixed and
often conflicting; however, on balance, the new
consensus v that the wellare program. Aid 1o Families
with Dependent Children. inadvertently contributed 1o
the rise in non-marital childbearing and divorce. Howev-
er, the magnitude of the effect was not large, and was
certainly not large enough to account for the dramatic
decline in marmiage aver the past 20 years, which has
occurred in all classes of society 2

Finally, these economic factors, occurring alongside the
advent of women's political equality and control over
reproduction. have played a strong role in reshaping
gender roles. Two-earner couples have becoms the
norm rather than the exception While this has enabled
many families to increase. oe at least maintain, their
stendierd of living it has also created new stresses and
sirains on the marital relationship. Couples are
struggling to evolve new types of marriage partnerships
that can help with balancing work and family
responsibilities.




Changes in Values and Gender Roles

Changes in values and attitudes have clearly served to weaken marrisge bonds. The
desire 1o marry, as measured in public opinion polls and surveys, remains as strong as
ever. however the social pressures 1o marry and constraints o remain married have
weakened substantially ¥

We now accept and tolerate many kinds of behavior that former generations regarded as
wrong such as sex outside of marmage, unwed motherhood, and divorce.

It is not generally recognized that the problem of teen pregnancy, which has capitured so
much national attention. is a result of the decline In teen marriages not an oversl|
increase in teen pregnancy or births, Teen birth rates were in fact higher in 1the 950's
and 1960s than in the ig8a’s, but in these earlier decades most ol the teen mothers
were married by the time of their child's birth. Nowadays, 75 percent of births to teens
5 through 19 years old are out-of-wedlock 48

Several analysts have identified the cultural emphasis on “expressive individualism™ that
emerged in the sixties and seventies as being destructive of marriage, and as contribut-
ing to-a “divorce culture.”*9 Beginning in the late 19505, there was a distinct shift away
from notions of obligation and commitment to others towards an obligation to sell,
personal growth and self-fulliliment. At this time divorces were often defended on the
grounds that the children would be better ofl i their parents were happler.

The major changes in the role of women outside the home has been paraileled by shifts
tn gender roles within the home. sspecially in two-parent iamilies. The rules and norms
that governed traditional marriage in their parents’ generation no longer seem relevant
to many contemporary two-camer couples. Hence, with no models 1o follow, aimos:
every task and decision has to be negotiated, from who will take the children 10 schoal,
or stay home from work when they are sick. to who will take the garbige out and wash
the dishes. This situation, marriage educators paint out, creates MY MOME OPEOFUAT-
ties for conflict and dissatisfaction within marriage,



Changes in Family Law

The above changes in behavior and social artiisdes were
reflected in. and then reinforced by changes in family
law. ¥° The seventies ushered in the era of no-lault
divorce. designied to enable spouses 1o dissolve urthapyry
marringes without having 1o prave thelr partner's guilt
or their own innocence. No fault divoree meant that a
marriage could be dissolved at the instigation of only
one party, sometimes within only a few monihs even
when the other abjects.

in o parallel development. during the early ig7o's a
series of court decisions and the Uniform Parentage Act
of 1571 gave children borm out-of-wedlock essentially all
the legal rights possessed by children boen to married
parents, as long as their paternity was established. This
development served (o de-stigmatize out-of-wedlock
childbearing even further and the term illegitimacy
almost dropped out of use (only to be resuscitated in
the recent wellare reform debates)

The legal structure of the instiution of marriage has
also undergone profound chanees.  Historically marriage
wis closely linked to unequal power and highly differen-
tisted gender roles. Up until the late 1gth comury, for
exampie, marriage stripped 8 woman of her independem
legal identity and merged it into that of her hushand.
The law also gave hishands control over their wives’
property and eamings. Justice Hugo Black deseribed
this marital unity doctrine as follows, “this rule has
worked out in reality to mean that thoush the husband
and wile are one, the ane |s the husband "V
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Over the past cemury, marriage as a legal institution has
hecome less hierarchical. less privileged, more egalitari-
an, and more privatized. Changes in state marriage and
divorce law have transiormed the nature of the marriage
relationship from being # public status 10 something
resembling a private contract, (When marriage is
thefined as a status, the state determines the obligations
af the relationship and the conditions under which it
may be entered and terminated. ‘When it s viewed as a
private contract. the obligations and terms of dissolution
are determined largely by the couple )

Any attempt to reinvigorate marriage as a legal staus
st therefore confrant the guestion of whether It is
possible 1o privilege marriage without also privileging
gender inequality.




What More Do We Need To Know?

In addition 1o having acquired same understanding of the
causes of the changes in marital behavior, rescarchers
anid practitioners are learning a lot more about the
typical stages, pressures and challenges of contemporary

marriages and the factors that account for success and
Failisre.

However many gaps and questions remain.  The vital
statistics system which collects dath on marriape and
divorce is seriously inadequate. 'We need much better
basic datn about marriage. divarce and cohabitation 1o
be able 10 track and understand trends especially across
different population groups. We also need 1o develop
much better measures. for example, of the quality of cou-
ple and marriage relationships which at present are
largely based on sell-reports of levels of satisfaction,

Some of the big questions about marriage that
we need to research and discuss include the
following:

Is the institution of mariage simply going through a
period of struggle and transition, o be restructured

*  and stabilized along more egalitarian lines? Oris it

disappearing, like the dinosaurs, to be replaced by a
variety of alternative family forms?

Why is there such an increase in unmarried couples
Iiving together and what Is the impact of cohabitation
on the institution of marriage? How do cohabiting

pattems vary by income?

Why do eight out of ten births occur outside of mar
riage In distressed inner city communities? Has mar-
risge disappeared in these communities and is it no
longer valued? (We have a few clues that Is not the
case. Many couples are cohablting, and will later
marry each other or someone else.)

Why do out-of-wedlock and divorce rates differ so

- widely by state and geographic region?

What are the patterns of marriage, divorce and out-of-
wedlock childbearing in differant racial and religious
groups in the U.5.7 How have marriages in different
immigrant populations been affected by their exposure
1o the sexual values and gender roles of the dominant
American culture?
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From the point of view of children, how many divorces
arg “unnecessary?* In other wards, when should
parents put the interests of their children ahead of their
own happiness and refrain from divorce? What s a
“good enough® marriage?

Many children are exposed to serious parental conflict,
including physical violence within marrage. Do we
know how to reduce vialent conflict between couples?

How important to the quality and stability of marriage
ts chastity before marriage and/or fidelity within It?

What are the likely costs and benefits of various
strategles and interventions deslgned to strengthen
marriage? Which are most likely to be successful?

Research cannot by (tsell answer all these questions
which involve value dilemmas and judgements that need
to be discunsed and debated in the public arena.
However, better data and research about couples and
marriege are urgently needed to inform these
discussions and ensure that new policy and program
proposals are ot least grounded in what we know.




IV. Strategies to Strengthen and Support Marriage

There |s a growing momentum in staies and communities
to take action and do something about the crisis in {ather-
lessness and strengthen marriage. Laws. policies, and pro-
grams not only reflect cultural values and community
norms about marriage but also help to shape them. Hence
the strategies discussed below, il they become widespread,
will undoubtedly both signal and shape shifts in cultural
walues towards making marriage a higher priority,

Many dilferent approaches are underway or being

proposed. Howewver [or the most part they are not well
ke

Together. these strategies are designed to:
* Educate the public about marriage and its benefits;

* Remove economic barriers and disincentives
o marringe:

* Restore marriage as a begal status with
accompanying obligations as well as privileges

* Give individuals and couples the information,
knowledge and skills needed to create better,
mare long lasting marriages: and

* Create a community, worke and soctal/cultural
environment that heips couples cope with the

inevitable pressures, crises and challenges of
COTeMpOrary marriage.

Provide Publie £dueation and
Information

The [irst essential step to placing marriage on the public
agenda s to educate palicy officials. community leaders.
and the general public about why marrisge is important.
what (s happening to marriage and why and whit we can
do abour . Same aryue that the decline in marriage is &
major public health problem and recommend a national
public health campatgn be launched to make the case lor
strengthening marriage. Others are wary of such direct
government involvement and point out there are many
other avenues that can be used 10 provide information
to the public about marrisge.

Several types of information need 1o be shared. First,
to make the case for marriage as a public issue, we need
to share facts about the health and other benefits of
marriage and the costs and consequences of divoroe and
neenmarital childbearing

Second, the public generally, and all couples planning
to marry need to be informed about the legal and moral
obligarions, rights and benefts of marrisee. (Typically
couples only leamn about these when they apply 1o gt
divorced.)
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Third, we need to find ways 10 promate an ongoing dis-

cussion about the purpose of marriage, both its personal
rewards and benefits 1o society.

Fourth, everyone who imteracts with young people
nedds (o learn about and discuss with them the
predictable stages, challenges and crises of marriage.
This would serve to make individuals and couples
expectations about marriage more realistic. normalize
some of their difliculties, and make it easier for them o
seck advice and help from athers

Fifth, there needs 10 be greater resources avallable 1o
couples—information, education and assistance—to help
make their relationships more suceessiul and 1o twm to
when they are in serious trouble,

Finally. there needs to be broad public discussion about
the various options and sirategies 1o strengihen mar-
riage that need 1o be initiated at national, state and
commumnity lene,

Improve Data and Research

Sound marriege policy and programs need to be based on
sound information. However, since marriage has had low
priority. public investment in the necessary data and
research hias been minimal. (Generally, private founda-
tions have not funded studies on marriage or marriage
pragrams.) It is thus not surprising that there are so
many gaps in our understanding about why people enter
and leave a marriage. chouse not 10 marry, or why some
marriages are good and othérs bad. For example the
fatlure to collect adeguate information an cohabitation,
seriously limits our understanding of behavior and leads
1o skewing many statistics (e.g. child poverty.) It is even
diffecult to find our what is kmown, since there are no
repors that synthesize the basic research about
marriage, cohabitation, divorce and remarriage.

It is ironic that, just a1 the moment when marriage is sur-
lacing as o public tssue, the government's iInvestment in
collecting marriage and divorce data is on the decline.
The hashc national source of information is the marrage
and divarce registration data collected by county and
state public heahh officinls. However, unlike birth and
death data, marriage and divorce data are of very uneven
quality and not available for all states. In 1995 the
Natlonal Center on Health Statistics, In response to bud-
get cuts, decided to cut back on compillimg national data
[ram state reports on marriage and divoree, This means
that we cannot adequately describe trends in marriage
and divorce across or within states. This lack of good
information will seriousiy handicap governors and state
legislators’ abiliry to design and assess policies 1o
strengthen marriage




Some marmiage and divorce data |5 also collected by the
Census Bureau and other offices througheut the federal
government, but generally only as background variables.
No federal sgency or research olfice has the
responsibility for keeping rrack of what we are learning
about marriage and divorce, Two lederal offices within
the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS)
however, are funding some useful studies: the National
Institute for Child Health and Human Development and
the Kational Instiite of Mental Health,

Developing a coherent national research agendn on
couples and marriage s a major challenge. The new
Federal interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics,
a coordinating body, 15 1aking the first step to find out
whar data is being collected related 1o marriage and
family formation theoughour the federal government in
order 10 identily gaps and decide how best 1o address
them. However, this small efforr will not bear frum unnl
senior administration officials and members of Congress
decide to make marriage a priority and invest modest
resources in improving data coflection and research

Remove Economic Disincentives
for Marriage

Economic factors are ofien amenable 1o policy
ntervention. so it is natural that policy officials, especial-
ly at the federsl level. should wrn 1o 1ax and welfare
remedies to influence marmiage and childbearing.

Tax reform and marriage. In the past there have
beésn many attempts to reduce the marmage penalty in

the [ax code, and a few adjustments have been made. In
1998, Republican legisintors once again introduced
proposals to eliminate or reduce the marriage penalty in
the tax code. While these proposals have popular appeal.
tax policy is a cumbersome and costly strategy to
strengthen marriage. The tix system s very complex. and
changing it 15 a highly complicated. technical matier.
There are approximately siay provisions in the federal
tax code that address marmage. These create ds many
marriage bonuses as there are penaities.® and it is
difficuls 1o reduce the penalties withowt also affecting the
bonuses. Since all taxpayers are affected by such changes
it is extremely costly and politically very difficult o go1
rid of the marriage penalty,

Arguments supporting these propasals are in part based
on grounds af equity. but also in the belief that tax
penalties serve as an incentive 10 divorce or barrier 1o
marriage. In fact, studies suggest thar the behavioral
effects of the rax code are minimal for most of the
population. Few make decisions o marry or divorce
based on the recelpt or loss of a few hundred dollars.
(Theere 18 some anecdotal evidence thust growing numbers
of elderly couples who live together forgo marriage for
finangial reasons )



However, there is evidence that the much larger
penalties faced by low-income workers in the Earmed
Income Tax Credit (EITC) may indeed be a significant
deterrent [or those who live at the economic margin
The interaction between EITC and welfare programs
creates a very siteable marrtage penaley for low-income
working couples who decide to marry. (For example.

4 man and & woman who each have one child, and

who both work full time ar the minimum wage, stand

to lose as much as $8.000 per year in higher taxes

&nd lost benefits i they marry. )1 None of the
1998 proposals to reduce the marrisge penalty
address the substantial penalties facing low-
Income wage earmers in the EITC

Welfare reform and marriage. For
many years welfare has been amacked as
antl-family. By providing assisiance only
to single parent households it inndver-
tently encourages marital break-up and
out-of-wedlock births. This eritique has
persisted, although since 1962 states have
had the option to offer welfare aid 10
poor two-parent families that met cermin
eligihility requirements. [n 1990 it became
mandatory to do so.

In 1996, the Congress enacted sweeping wel-
fare reform legislation designed to “end wellare
as we know I1.° Most public attention has fecused
on the new law’s stringent work requirements and time
limits on benefits. But the desire 10 do something about
illegitimacy and marriage was a prime motivation of the
bill's authors. In addition to promoting work and redoc-
ing dependency, the Personal Responsibillty and Work
Opportunities Relorm Act (PRWORA) establishes addition-
al goals: “promoting marriage. reducing out-of-wedlock
childbearing. and the encouragement and maintenance
of two-parent families.” Thus PRWORA is the first federal

law to explicitly promote marriage.
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in the new welfare block grants program, the Temporary
Assistance to Needy Families [TANF), states are given
much greater Mexibility to define wha gets what kinds
of benefits and services and what their ohligations are
States that succeed in reducing non-marital births
without increasing abortion rates will receive
performance bonuses, Mo guidance has been oflered

to states about how they should promote marmiage

or reduce out-of wedlock childbearing, although HHS has
launched an initiative o promaote state and local
public/private partnerships to reduce teen
N, pregnancy

=

Most state welfare agencies have taken
action to ensure their welfare programs
are a1 [east more marriage neutral by
deleting the 100 hour employment rule
in the two-parent program (formerly
ADFC-UF). Cther more radical chanees
that would actually “privilege” marriage.
such ms giving married, two-parent fami-
lies priority for public housing berefits.
have not yet been enacted and are likely
16 rum inio SIrong resistance, M

As mncreasing numbers of mothers leave
the welfare rolls and get jobs, there tsa
o growing appreciation that many are unlikely
/1o eamn enough to support their children. This
=" reinforces effors 10 focus on bath parents as a
source of income.  Efforts to collect child support from
the dads who can pay are being tghtened, and current
paolicy towards young never-married fathers who
generally cannot pay ts being reassessed.




Promote Responaible,
Committed, and Involved
Fatherhood

In responde to the growing concern abow
[atherlessness. national initiatives in the public and
private sector are underway 19 reconnect fathers to
thetr children. This emerging (atherhond movement s
another source of interest in removing economic and
program barriers to marriage

Until a few years ago. policy officials” imerest in
fathers rested solely on improving efforts to collect
child support fram “desdbeat” dads. However in 1964
¥ice President Gore's Family Reunion 1l Conference,
The Role of Men in Children’s Lives. led to President
Clinton’s 1995 Executive Order encouraging federal
ngencies 1o sirengthen the role of fathers in families.
These led 1o an imerdepartmental effort to focus much
more broadly on men and fathers in government data
collection and research, programs and policies.

At the same time the private, nonprofit Natonal Farher-
hood Initiative has launched a highly visibie public
education campaign 1o acknow|edge the important role
of lathers in children's lives and 10 promote responsibie,
committed and involved fatherhood  And several pri-
vate foundations are funding academic centers, such as
the Maticnal Center on Fathers and Families at the
University ol Pennsylvania as well as numerous
community-based [atherhood programs,

A major concern af these fatherhood initinthes,
especially those located in low-incame, minority
communities, is what to do about unmarried couples,
wia may or may not be living together, and whose
relationships are typically fragile. Policies designed
10 maximize the collection of child support from
middle-Income. non-custodial fathers often have the
effect of driving low-income dads away from their

children. Poor non-custodial fathers typically have

low skills, no employment ustary, a history of substance
abuse and imvolvement with the criminal justice system,
and intermittent earnings at best. [nnovative demon-
stration programs are (inding ways 1o reconnect these
fathers 10 their children and thereby motivate them 1o
twrn their lives around. They also help them get access
1o job search, training and job placement services 1o
enable them 1o contribute to thedr child's suppor, 15

The success of these initiatives 1o connect fathers to
their children i highly dependent on the coaperation
and support of the childrem's mothers, Fatherhpod
programs are thus targeting their efforts around the
time of the chiid’s birth when the relatonship betwesn
the couple is generally the most favorable. And other
efforts 1o help young parents learn cooperative, “team
parenting” are just beginning. In & few cases, these
apparently lead the couples 1o marry

These respansible latherhood programs e gained
corsiderable attention at state level. In January 1998,
the National Governors’ Association set up a Task
Force on Responsible Fatherhood. A few states are
expertmenting with offering employment-related
services 1o nan-custodial fathers, and some plan to
use Department of Labor Wellare 1o Work granis for

this purpose.

Al the national level, in Febroary 198, Rep Clay

Shaw, (R-FL) Chairman of the House Ways and Means
subcommirtee on Human Resources, introduced a

Bl 1o provide 52 billion over five years in Fathers Count
Block grants to states to lund community efforts to pro-
mte responsible fatherbiood and martiage



Change State Laws to
Strengthen Marriage

Since marriage is o legal instunion i1 is naneral 1o

Turn bt changes in state family law 1o 1ry 10 restore

the primacy of marriage, The majority of the changes
proposed thus far focus on the back-end, making divorce
more difficult. However some siates are beginning 1o
think about enacting laws that focus on the front-end.

preparing couples 1o make better marrages

Making Divorce More Difficult.™ |t is unclear

to what extent the enactment of no-laul divoree In
the early seventies contributed 1o the increase in
divorce rates. But the new drive for divorce reform

5 not basically research driven. It derives its strength
from the conviction that the law should send a clear
value message that couples need 1o ke marriage
maore seriously. In this regard 1t reflects the view of
the majoeity of Amesicans whao think that divorce
should be more difficulr. Suppont lor relorm s
espectally strong among adults under the age of 30, the
yeneration that suffered widespresd divorce as children

The lield of divorce law reform Is very camplicated

and ks attracting attention from policy officials, the
legnl community. and advocates. The initial wave of
state diverce reform proposals. which have for the
most part not been enacted. addressed several different
goals: to make It |ess easy for one party to unilaterally
erd the marriage, 1o creale o longer waiting period 1o
give couples time 1o change their minds especially when
children are involved, and to address the inequitahle
financial effects of divoroe especially for many women
and children
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While it is possible that such legal refarms may deter a
few divorces, they are very unlikely to Impreve ihe guality
of couples’ relationships. Moseover, some faar that
policies to make divorce more difficul may also under-
mine the institution by making couples less likely to
marry. and. for many the problem of non-marringe (Le.
cohabitation and non-marital childbearing) is & serious a
problem as divorce. Lestly. these back-end strategies tend
to make people defensive and protective of the “right 1o
divorce” and discourage them from Investing in the topic
of marriage.

The Loutsiana Covenant Marmage Act, passed into law

in August 1997, has received a for of strention in the
press. and by the spring of 1998 a1 least two dozen states
were considering similar covenant marriage proposals.
(in May 1998 Artconn enacted a similar law.]) The
Loutsiana law includes an amalgam of reform ideas, mak-
ing it o liftle harder 10 get divorced by restricting the
allowable grounds, lengthening the waiting period, and
requiring counsefing before a divorce s granted. (1 also
requires couples to sign a form to say that they have been
informed about the consequences of divarce,

The most innovative feature is that engaged couples must
choowe whether they wish to be married under the
existing law or to be married under the new covenant
contract. This cholce, the advocates state, forces
engayed couples 10 think more seriously ahout the mean-
ing of a marital commitment. Only a small percentage of
niewly wed couples have thus far chosen the covenant
contract, although apparently many hundreds of already-
married couples have chogen 1o renew their vows under
the covenant law. (Some churches will only marry
couples who choose the covenant contract)




Critics of the law have come from different quarters.
Some remain skeptical of its effects, pointing out

that those who are mast likely to need the covenant
contract are the least likely to choose it But critics
and advocates alike agree that the passage of the law
has stirred up a long overdue discustion and debate
about the value and meaning of marital commiment.
(One young wit quipped that covenant laws promote
marringe "dark’. whereas citywide ordinances to permit
heterosexual. unmarried couples to register as damestic
partners are promoting marriage “lre,”)

Prepare Couples to Make
Better Marriages

A few states, such as Michigan, have proposed laws thar
focus on the frant-end and require or encourage
engaged couples to take marriage preparation or
marriage counseling before granting them a marriage
license. Many leading marriage educators favor incen-
tives but oppose legal requirements, fearing government
regulation and the encroachment of the state in whai
they believe is essentially a religious domain. Others
worry that the pressure 1o license and credential only
certuin categories of professionals to provide marrisge
education would result in depriving the lield of one

ol its major assets — frained volunieers. Still others
point out that, whatever the substantive merits of these
proposals, requiremnents are premature. There are
currently not nearly enough trained marriage educators
to be able to carry out such a legal mandate

In May 1998, the Florida legislature passed the Marriage
Preparation and Preservation Act of 1998, (which was
signed by Governor Chiles in June) The vote was unani-
mous in the Senate and overwhelming in the House. The
bill's prime sponsor was Rep. Elaine Bloom (D) from
Miami Beach, who worked with the director of Florida's
Christian Coalition, John Dowless, 1o draft a bill that
would obtain the support of liberals and cotiservatives.
The preamble to the bill states “the State has a com-
pelling interest in educating its citizens with regard to
marriage, and il contemplated, the effects of divoree.”




The bill has four key components, and several
of them are unique,

* High school students are required to take a
course in marriage and relationship skill-based
education. (This is the first state to make such
8 requirement.)

* Engaged couples are encouraged to take a
premarital preparation course of at least four
hours. Those who do o can get a reductian in
their marriage license fee. Each courthouse will
have a roster of religious and secular
sponsored approved courses,

* Each couple applying for a marriage license
will be given a handbook preparad by the
Florida Bar Assaciation informing them of their

legal rights and responsibiiities as married part-

ners to each ather and to their children both
during marriage and upon disselution,

* Couples with children who file for diverce must
take a parent education and family stabilization
course, (Many states require similar courses
for divorcing parents,)
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Learn How to Make
Better Marriages

Marriage, llke bables, comes with na instructions. Par-
ents however do not hesitate to turn 1o books or
pregnancy and parenting classes for information, or
sk for advice from friends or pediatricians abour what
they need 1o do to care for their children. In contrast,
few newly married couples buy books, sttend courses,
or ask [or advice on how to be berter spouses and take
good care of each other. Marriage educators urge us
to approach marriage in the same way we approach
parenthood. In addition 1o relying on our instincs
and experience, we need to seek aut information

and learn about how to make the relationship work.

Research-Basis for Marriage Education.
Marriage preparation programs which in the past

were typically restricied 10 one or two mestings with
the minister or priest are not new, but have been widely
used in the Catholic Church and sporadically in other
denominations. T Within the past is-20 years. the field
of couples and marriage education has made great
strides in part due o the (indings of marital
researchers, such as John Gottman af the University
of Washingron, who have learned a lot about couple
relationships and whar makes some marriages succeed
and others fail

Research has foursd that, contrary to much popular
oplnion, the key o marital success i3 not whether
you choose a compatible mate, or indeed whether you
can manage to siay "in love.” Rather it (s dependent
on the kind of relatjonship you bulld and how you
handle your differences

Developments in brain ressarch have ereated & solid
grounding in basic science for what marriage educators
are trying to accomplish. Meuroscientists have been
abie to pinpoint the areas of the brain that are respon-
sible for feelings and emotions, and show the precise




pathways that link emational memory and processes
with the rational parts of our brain. Daniel Goleman
liggs) has popularized this rich body of brain research in
his book Emotional Intelligence, In which he asserts
that emotional dliteracy is responsible for many of our
social problems. including our marriage problems.
Happily he writes. our emotional intelligence appears to
be more malleable than rational intelligence, and many
ol the relationship skills essential 1o good marriages
{e.g. empathy. sell-awarensss and self-control), can be
learmed.

The best of these educational programs are
research-based and designed 1o teach
indivicuals the informanon and specific
skills needed 10 make good marriage
choices, develop realistic expecta-
tions about marmiage, and learn how

to elfectively communicate, resalve
differences, and sustain commitment
with one’s partner. ¥ Some programs
also emphasize the importance of
becoming more aware of the two
different family/ethnic cultures. and
aecompanying sets of expectations snd life
experiences that each partner brimgs to their union

that can 3o dramatically affect its course. These pro-
grams do not promate a particular model of marriege,
how roles and tasks are shared, but they do asseme that
men as well as women can learn relationship skills and
need to respect each other as equal partners to make
the marriage work

Couples and marriage education is provided through
written information and courses, marriage mentoring
and other supportive activities provided to adult
couples pramarily by the faith community, but also

in freestanding or university-hased conters. Most
premariial and marriage education is offered on a
group basis. and many of the educators are trained

Iny peaple. Among the best known programs are:
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The Prevention and Relationship Enhancement
Frogram (PREP), Relationship Enhancement, Couple
Communication, Practical Applicanon of Intimate Reln-
Honship Skills (PAIRSY, and PREPARE/ENRICH.

Different models of marriage education are used sue-
cesafully acrass the couple life cycle with high school
students, courting and engaged couples, with couples
wha want to enrich a “good enough” marriage, remar-
ried and blended familles, and seriously troubled cou-
ples. To date. marriage education s mosily available o
middle class. white couples. A particular challenge
is o adapt it to African-American, Latine, and
other minority populations and sxpand both
religious and secular avenives to make thesp
programs more accessible. especially 1o
low-income couphes.

Marriage Mentors,

Marnage mentonng is one of the most

interesting aspects of the newly emerging
field ol marriage educanon, Mentors are
long-time marmied couples who are lay mem-
bers of the sponsoring church and who serve as
a resource 10 engaged, newly married, and/lor

seriously troubled couples. Marmage memoring has
not yet been the subject of study, Since mentoring has
been found to be an elfective, low-cost strategy in the
lield of youth development, it is important to explare its
potential for helping support marriage.

Is Marriage Education Effective?

At the FIS June 1997 roundtable meeting. two views
were presenied about what was known about the effec-
tiveness of couples and marrisge education # One
researcher spoke of the glass being “hall-empty,” and
pointed out that. for the most part. these programs have
not been rigorowsly evaluated  Another researcher
belkeved the glass was "hall-full ® He polnted out

that since the preponderance of studies all idennfy

the =ame Basic skills (communication, conflici



resolution and commitment) as key factors in marital
success, this knowledge was enough to act upon, given
the urgency of the problem. Both agreed that it is very
dillicult to overcome inevitable selection bixses that
arise when participants in the control group drop out of
the study. Most studies suggest thit any positive effects
tend 1o wear out after a few years, wegesting that
"Booster” sessions are needed

Coalition for Marriage. Family and Couples
Education (CMFCE).

Al present the [eld is largely dominated by a few, highly

énergetic and creative researchers and practitioner lead-

ers. Most have joined the newly formed Coalition for
Marriage, Family and Couples Education. The Coalition
was lounded in January 1996 by Diane Sollee. a marriage
and tamily therapist who came 10 the conclision that
therapy was an ineffective and costly approach 1o the
crisis in marriage. Convinced that couples can leamn
how to have n good marriage, Sollee singiehandedly set
out 1o pull together the fragmented Held of marriage
educators. The Coalition has grown rapidly in strength,
numbers and influence. The annual confersnce. Smar
Muorriages. has been the focus of her highly successful
efforis 10 promote commumication and networking and
catalyze new ideas. In addition, through establishing an
Internet Directory of Providers, an e-mail newsletter,
and intensive work with the media. Sollee has helped 1o
unify and connect the field and introduce it 1o the wider
public,

Over the course of a year over a hundred articles
and broadeast segments have appeared in the major
media cutlers. CMFCE's annual conference program
demonstrates the wide array of creative research
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and practice applications, and the growing number

of sponsors and settings in which these courses and
workshops are being offered, including high school
classes, childbirth clinics. HMOs, church basements
and community menal health centers.  Efforts 1o
train more marriage educators 16 meet the growing
demand are mushrooming, For example, at the 1997
Smart Marriages conlerence 200 marriage educators
were certified in post-conference institutes and at the
t9g8 Conference 4oo have signed up for training

Marriage Counseling and Therapy.

Marital counseling and therapy provided by trained men-
tal health professionals remains an important back up
service to help sustain and rebuild shaky marriages

Bur studies show that only 8 very small proportion ol
couples in troubled marriages seek professional help
voluntarily. The Loulsiana Covenant Marriage Law

and the 1g9gh British Divorce Reform Act have gone
beyand voluntary approaches to require mental health
counseling for couples who are filing for divorce.
Although sometimes very helplul, most therapeutic
Interventions are offered 100 late 1o keep couples
together. Hence increasing numbers of marriage
therapists are becoming involved in the more preveniive,
educational interventions. Another barrier is thai third
party payors such as Medicald or privatie insuners,

wha pay for individual counseling and therapy, seldom
reimburse for the cost of treating couples. Nor s

there any public funding availabie for these services.

In contrast, both the British and the Australian
gavernments have for many vears provided modest
levels of funding 1o nonprofit organizations 1o provide
couples and marrisee guidance, counseling. and other
FUDROTT SEMVIOES 0 Couples ¢




Mobilize Religious and
Community Support

Since the vast majority of people in America marry
under religious auspices, religlous institutions clearly
have a special responsibility towards marriage. A few
have always taken this responsibility seriously. and
offered substantive marriage preparation and enrich-
menl programs and marriage ministries (o roubled
couples. Maost have not, and increasingly are being
challensed to de so

Community Marriage Policy,

Perhaps the most promising and innovative marriase
strengthening strategy bubbling up from the community
level is Community Marriage Policy (CMP)L# Thisisa
sirategy rooted in the religious sector and was ariginal-
Iy conceived of and promoted by Michael McManus. a
syndicated religious journalist and author of Marriape
Savers (1993 1995). McManus was appalled a1 the dev-
astating effects of divorce. Noting that close to 74 pes-
cent of all marriages are blessed by organized religion
and 40 pervent attend church weekly, McManus began
challengmg U.S. clergy to take their responsibilities
maore seriously. He asserted that in every congregation
there are couples with strong marriages who could be of
help 1o other couples, but have never been asked,
inspared or trained 1o do so.

In a (CMP) Initiative, clergy and congregations in a com-
munity get together and agree upon a set of guidelines
for requiring premarital preparation and community
support for all marriages that take place within their
congregations. At a minimam the program requires that
the couple take a premarital inventory, with the results
discussed with them by a trained mentoring cougle or
courselor. The couple also anends several weeks of
educational group sesstons. The churches are also

encouraged to oflfer a broader array of marriage services
including marmage ennchment and ministries to
troubled marriage. such as those conducted by
Retrouvaille, a Catholic marripge encounter program
which uses rained lay couples whose own marriages
had ance been in serbous trouble

By the spring ol 1998, according 1o McManus, Bo ¢ities
had adopted a community marriage policy. Very lintle is
known about what they have done or achicved,
MeManus reports thit county divorce ranes have fallen
dramatically in several of these communities. but no
independem scholars have examined the extent 1o
which the CMP |nitiatives have been a cause of these
declines.

Greater Grand Rapids (MI) Communiry

Marriage Policy.

A lew of these CMP's have expanded the model beyond
the faith community 1o involve secular leaders and arga-
nizations. The best known is taking place In Greater
Grand Rapids. Michigan, where in iggh, the community
launched an ambitlous community -wide mobifization
designed to support children through strenigthening
marriage. The initintive has some core funding. an exec-
utive leader. Dr. Roger Sider, and instinstional support
from Pine Rest, a Christian community mental health
center. It has involved a high caliber and breadih of
community leadership, including many civie leaders

and heafth professionals as well as the clergy. They

have taken pains to be as inclusive of many different
views on marriage. For example, they have been

coreful ro listen 1o and accommodate the concerns

of feminists working with battered women, and
minority leaders working with single parent familles



The chairman of the so-person steering commitice is

Bill Hardiman, the African-American mayor of Kentwood.
(the second largest suburb of Grand Rapids), a very
popular and highly respecied public officlal. The
business sector, health and legal professions. and many
others are being asked to find ways that they can
strengthen and support marriage throughout the life
cycle. After more than a year's careful planning. in the
spring of 1iggh the mitiative began implementation start-
ing with offering raining 1o ministers and courses to
couples. The Greater Grand Rapids Community Marriage
Palicy has set itself a goal of reducing the divorce rate
by 25 percent by the year 2010, 1t will alsa establish
some interim benchmarks of progress towards this goal

Community Dialogues on Couples and Marriage.
The CMP strategy. which focuses on preparation and
support for engaged couples or those who are already
married, | not designed lor low Income communities
where the large majority of children are born outside of
marriage and marriage is viewed as much less of a real
option. The voice of the poor has been largely absent
from these discussions about marriage. We do not know
what those who live and work in these communities think
about the relationships between men and women or the
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strategles needed 1o help make marriage a rewarding and
realistic alternative lor these populations: Poor commu-
nities have so many problems to desl with — lack of jobs,
viclence, substance abuse. sex-related diseases. bad
housing — It is po surprise that marriage ks not on their
agenda Yet most do understand the connection between
strong marrisges and healthy communities

A preliminary stop we suggest is for community-based
organizations who are concerned about the issue of
fatheriess families to sponsor a series of structured
dialogues designed to learn what commumity leaders.
service providers and residents of all ages think about
the status of couple relationships and marriage, what
faciors discourage marriage. and what il anything can be
done to improve couple relationships. encourage
marriage and assure children of a stable home,

The Family |mpact Seminar is currenily engaged in a
pilot project to work with community based
organizations in three poor urban communities —
African-American, white, and Latino — to test the
process of community didlogues about couples and
marriage and see if they generate a better understanding
ol the issues and some ideas for action.




Create Marriage-Friendly
Workplaces

Many studies have documented the interactions between
the work and family environment, High levels of stress
expericnced in the workplace spill over imo the home.
And intense [amily problems are often the cause of
absenteeism, poor health and poor work productivity.4)
These riegative interactions take an even greater signifi-
cance lor today’s working parents since most workplace
schedules and expectations are still structured around
the outdated assumption that marded employess can

rely on the other parent 10 thke primary respons-
biliry for child care and other domestic tasks.

Over the past two decades, a small but
growing number of progressive employ-
ers have implemented a range of fami-
ly-Friencdly policies and benefits
designed to help alleviate work/Tamily
strain, including flexible schedules,
part-time work with benelits, child care
and elder care. ™ Although controver-
sial, some large companies have begun 1o
affer many of these beneflits to registered
domestic pariners, the majority of wham are
heterosexual cohabiting couples.

Human resource directors acknowledge that employee
assistance programs, originally put in place o provide
short term counseling for subsiance abuse problems
spend much of their time dealing with issues of marital
conflict and family disruption, Few corporate palicies
have however been specifically designed 1o sirengrhen
or support the marriage relationship,

In contrast. for ar least two decades, the US. Depart-
ment of Defense has studied the effects of changing

family trends on the military and have woarried about
the effects of single parenthood, marital stress. separa-
tions, and disruption on military readiness and produc-
tivity. In comirast 1o the civilian sector, the military
salary and housing policies provide financial incentives
o marry, and as a result young enlistees have high mar-
ringe, but also very high divorce rates. In response, the
Navy has recently launched a modest program 1o rain
its personnel in marriege education and relanonship
enhancemen? programs

Private sector employers who require fre-
quent transfers also place great strain on
marriage and family life. Some of the large
global companies have been following the
lead of military employers and the
loresgn service in limiting the frequency
of moves, and offer relocation and
spotsal employment assistance.

4 However the majority of employers have

A not instituted family-lriendly policies. For

- their employees, balancing the demands of
work and family [ife especially when children are

young, can place incredible strains on the marriage.

Before employers are likely to move (1 this direction

they need to be convinced of the costs of marial disrup-

tion and stress on work productivity and employes

health. Unfortunately there have boen very few guch

estimates o date.

This issue raises larger questions about how our culture,
the economy, and institutions can rearder prionties and
work expectations 1o make i1 possible for fathers and
mothers o invest more time and energies in carme for
thetr children
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Part V. Crafting Action Agendas

The averarching lesson of two decades of effort 1o reduce teen pregnancy, as weli as the
early lessans of innovative local welfare reform initiatives. is that no one sector can turn
arcund a deeply embedded. complex social problem. There are no simple salutions, no
magic bullets

Thus a guiding
The same lesson applies to solutions 1o the marriage crisis. Since there are many
principle jor any difr
ifferent factors that contribute 1o the decline in marriage it cannot be reversed by
pre-marriage agenda tackling only one cause. Thus a guiding principle for any pro-marriage agenda is 1o
engage many different sectors and professions to work together fowards the comman

i3 fo engage many
goal at all levels of society—national, state and community
different sectora and
propessions to work
The National Level
fogether tewards the
common goal at all The federal government and key national organizations
must make marriage a priority and put it on the public
levels cf sceiety - agenda, There are numerous roles open to them n
natienal, state and crafting and implementing o marriage agenda. They can
set the overall direction and tone. provide the
community,

informational infrastructure and resources to suppor
the change initintives at the community level, and make
changes in existng national family benefits and service

Programs

Federal government
There are a number of actions the lederal government
could take that would, overtime, help to put marriage on

the national agenda

Set up a broad national inquiry on marriage.

Both Great Britaln and Australia have had national
Inguiries into the state of marrlage, Following their
cxnmple, the U5 federal government could set1 up somie
kind of natianal commission 1o study the state of
marriage in America Al best, & public/privare study
commission would serve 1o educate the public, stimulate
debate. discuss voals and put lorward some constructive

proposals.




Improve and expand data and research. The fed-
eral government has a unique responsibility to compile
and publish what is known about marriage. cohabitation
and divorce, 1o improve the collection of data on mar-
riage and divorce, 1o fund more and better interdiscipli-
nary research on marriage and family formation. and to
launch special demonstrations and program initatives
to learn what kinds of programs help strengthen
marriage at o local level,

Modify existing tax and welfare programs to be
more supportive of marriage. The federal govern-
MENT Can $cive 10 remove tax and wellare bormers and
institute incentives to be more supportive of marriage,
especially for the low income working couples. The
success of wellare reform in this age of devolution,
depends, however on decisions largely made at the state
and local levels.

Expand the focus of child and family health and
social service programs. The federal government also
has many other opportunities 1o expand the curment
focus of family health and service programs to include
fathers and support marmiage. For example, the Cooper-
ative Extension Service in the U5, Department of
Agriculture, which has always had brosd paolitical
suppaort, has for 4o years been offering education about
family life management skills and preventive-orientnd
services 1o lamilies and youth in every county In the
nation. I the Extersion Service were funded to launch a
special initiative an strengthening marriage, county
extension agenis could be trained to offer infarmation

about marriage, snd skills bullding marriage and couples
education courses. Similarly prenatal programs, home

visiting programs, Head Start and other earty childhood
programs, building on some existing promising deman-
strations could be encouraged to involve the fathers and
their stafl trained 10 focus on the parental couple, not
juist the mather.

Make government a marriage-friendly employer.
The [ederal government is the nation’s [argest employer,
and in both the civilian and military agencies there are
many opportunities (o reassess personnel, transfer and
employment policies that may contribute to marital
conflict and family stress.

National Private Sector Organizations

Iri the non-governmental sector, professional
membership associations of lawyers, educntors. health
care and social service professionals can also help break
the silerice and put marriage on the public agenda. They
should inform and educate thelr membership about the
value and benefits of marriage. and encourege and train
thiesmmt 10 think of ways that they can use their professional
tools and opportunities to strengthen marriage. The
corporate sector can incorporate marmage-riendly
pelicies. Philanthrople foundations can fund research
and community based initiatives and programs. United
Way and other national service organizations can provide
information and technical assigtance 1o their local
affiliares to facilitate thelr efforts 1o connect fathers 1o
[nemilies ond strengthen marriage.



The State Level
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Al the state level. governors and staie legisiatures,
working with the private and nonprofit sectors can
choose from a wide array of available sirategies 10
demonstrate their commitment to strengthenkng mur-
riage. However they [irst need to engage in a broad-
based public education effort 1o lay the groundwork of
understanding and suppaort for particular pro-marmiage
initiatives. This will be no easy task. Although the case
for marriage 1s compelling. mary will be wary or actively
hostile, fearing the hidden political agendas,

Creating a public/private, independent 1ask force or
study commission on marringe could be a useful first
step. Representatives of key state professionals
associations (lawyers, health care profes-
stonals, educators) and religious and
community leaders need to participate
in such a body  The Commission
could review the patterns of mar-
ringe, divorce and out-of-wedlock
childbearing scross the states, con-
sider and debate the case lor mar-
rlage and strive to develop o con-
sensus on goals. The next step
would be to discuss and review
strategies to be initiated In the public
and private sector. The lollowing is a very "
prefimingry suggestion of actions that could be
considered by such a Commission. Undoubtedly, when
bringing such a group together. many other creative sug-
gestions will be put forward.

Strengthen our knowledge base. Improve the
quantity and quality of marriage and divorce data
collected by counties; track and report on these trends
and the numbers of children living in single-parent and
Two-parent households state-wide and by county,

Public education. Compile summaries af the [acts
about marriage and divorce, and the findings of research
on successlul relationships to share with the media and
the public generally.

Remove financial barriers 1o marriage. Insiue
changes in the wellare, employment and other programs
1o help low income non-custodial fathers connect with
their children, fulfill thetr economic responsibilities. and
Improve the relationship between the parents. Assess
and then modify state marriage tax penalties.

Encourage marriage preparation and education.
Offer incentives to engaged couples 10 enroll m marriage
preparation and education programs and help com-

" . munities expand the number of programs offered.

\ Require relationship education be incarporat:
N ed into high school curricula

Provide information about marriage,
Currently all hospitals and birthing
lacilities must by federal mandate provide
information to unmarried birth fathers and
mathers about the benelits 1o children of
J  parernity establishment and the father's

o responsibility to provide support. Similarky
-/ states could require that couples applying for
~  marriage licenses be given information about the

rights and responsibilities of marrage, the conse-
guences of divoree, and resources for further information
and help.

Divorce law reforms. Change the grounds and
procedures for divorce to create a waiting penod whn
children are invalved and require parents to participate
in divorce mediation and/or pareming education. Estab-
Iish the option of "covenant™ marriage confracts.

Encourage assistance for troubled marriages.
Require health insurance plans to provide coverage for
marriage counseling and treatment.




The Community Level

All of the above actions are aimed at affecting the
information, artitudes and behaviors of men and women
who live and work in commumities. They will be more
likely 1o be effective when the communities themselves
have collectively decided they want ro take steps to do
samething 1o stremgthen marmage. As discussed above,
there are several ways to go about pulting marriage

an the community agenda

Community Marriage Policy initatives. as noted, are
aready underway in about Bo metropolitan areas. Their
corfe purpose 1% 10 mobilize the [aith community but a lew
nrens, such as Greater Grand Rapids in Michigan, have
maved beyond to involve the civic, professional and non-
profit leadership as well, The strategy is young and still
unproven in terms of long term resufts, but s clearly
ralsing awareness, stimulating discussion and debate, and
catalyring cooperation across denominations and sectors,

Community Dialogues. The Community Marriage Policy
strategy, which focuses on preparation and suppon lor
engiyed couples or those who are already married. is not
destgned [or low income communities where the large
majority of children ane born outside of marringe. and
marriage is viewed as much less of a real option. In these
commumnities, initiating structured dialogues on couples
and marrige B a promising initial step

What are some of the concrete actions that these
commumnity based initiatives can take 1o strengthen and
SUppOTT MArriiee !

Public Education About Marriage. Communities can
make available basic information and education to the
public, and especially young men and wamen, about the
benefits of marriage, rights and responsibilities, how to

prepane for marriage and make marrisge work. This
informition can be disseminated throogh various media
outiets (articies in the printed press, public service
annourscements and radio talk shows, etc.) and by the
clergy. health care professionals, marriage registry
offices and justices of the peace. employers. lawyers,
educators. and the bridal industry, among others.

Marriage preparation, education and support
programs. Communities can make available a variety
of marriage preparstion and education programs and
Informal suppors tatlored 1o the needs of different
Income levels, for these who are religlous and those
whao are not. These can be offered under the auspices of
houses of worship and laith-based organizations, health
and mental health centers, public/private schools, coop-
erative extension, nonprofit service arganizations, youth
programs. and linancial institutions (who teach couples
courses in linancial planning and money management),
The community will need to find the resources 1o invest
in ongotng training of the profeisionals and volunieer
mentor couples who will conduct these education pro-
grams. (The training is not lengthy or expensive )

Responsible Fatherhood Programs for Fragile
Families. Third. 1o address the needs of low income,
“Iragile” [amilies. community-based programs can work
with public sector agencies and private loundations to
establish responsible fatherhood programs. connect
fathers to their children, provide job search, skills
franing and job plecement 1o unemployed lathers, affer
fatherhood support groups. and workshops and
counseling In “team/cooperative parenting” and anger
management.



Conelusion
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I erisis there i
always opportunity,
There s reascn to
hope that marriage
can be ranspormed
into a stronger, more
stable and vibrant
institution in which
both partnera can
aceept each othera’

selp-pulpiliment and
be more free fo

create more perject
unions that work
best por them.

In addition 1o the public agendas outlined sbove, there is much that we can do in our
private lives. As noted in the 1995 Council on Families n America report on marriage,
"No one sector of society Is responsible for the decline in marriase. We are all part of
the problem and must all be a par of the solution.. all of us can consider WS in
which we as individuals, on a daily basis, can demonstrate support for the marriages in
which we are involved, as spouse, parent, child, or other relative "6

We can 1alk realistically sbour marriage — its meaning and value as well as its
challenges and difficulties. We can give young couples marriage educarion courses as
wedding gifts — a lifetime investment. 'We can make It normal and desirable 1o seek
advice and help from (rends or professionals when our marriages go through troubled
periods. We can join with others 1o set up policies and programs in our nelghborhoods
and cities that strenithen and suppor! marriages.

In our professional and public capacities we can conduct research, develop and enact
policies and programs, inform our colleagues, and in a host of other ways show that
rarriage ks an institution that matrers and deserves our attention and support,

Marriage is a resilient institutlon but it needs care and anention. We must stop taking it
for granted. It will survive the present crisis If young couples learn that marriage is lie
@ gargen which needs good seeds and soil and constant tending by skillful gardeners ([
neglected, the garden becomes overgrown with weeds and thorms and &s an unplersant
place to be. But even the best gardeners need assistance from ofhier sources — the rain.
sun and fertilizers — 10 make the garden bloom. Just so do couples need information,
advice. encouragement and support from lamily, friends, community and the public for
thelr marriages to survive and flourish,

This era of intense social upheaval and change has challenged and stressed traditional
patterns of marriage and crented much pain and difficulty for adults and children alike.
Yet in crisis there is always opportunity. There i reason 10 hope that marriage can be
transformed into a stronger, more stable and vibrant tnstitution in which bath partners
can accepi each others” imperfections. realize sell-fulliliment and be free 1o create
more perfect unlons that work best for them. If this happens, their children. our grand-
children and great-grandchildren will be the grateful beneliciaries.
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book edited by Lerman and Ooms (1gg3),
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est, Washingron Posr, USA Today, the Weekly Standard,
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The Decline in Marriage 1970-1996

{Mhita an Marriage and the Stanm of Chikren)

Married

The proportion of adults corrently marmied has declined from
TL PETCENL i 1970 1o B0 percent in ipeh. The décline has
been signilicant for all races and ethnic grooges, but has been
mast pronounced for Blacks

Divorced

Divorced adulis are the most ragidly growing marital status
cotegory, The proportion of adults curremly divorced has
maore than tripled, from § percent of the adult population in
e B0 b0 PR e (.

Never-Married

In g6 there were more than twice o many adults who had
never murried Lgs million) as in igpis Loomiilien), The propor-
tion of adults who have never marmed rose from 6 percent in
1570 fo £ percent in igeh. This rise hos been mont rapid
among both men and women in thelr late rwemies and sarly
thirmies.

Unmarried-Couple Households (Cohabieation)

The numbser of hmmscholds composed of couples of the
opposite sex increased seven fold between gy (0.5 million)
and 1906 (g7 milllon). In g there wis one unmarried-
coagple household fof every 100 martied couple households;
inkiay there are seven,

Age When Firet Married

The age of lire marriage rose by g-10 percent between 1570
and 1gg6. The medinn age of women when lirst martied rose
from o to 35 and of men from 13 to 17 during this period

Percent of Adult Population Married
970 ryRh
All sdulhs -] o
Wiines i | fiy
Blacks By o
Hisgpanics A ch
Out-of-Wedlock Childbearing

The proportion of births ocourring 1o enmarmed mothers
hrs risen dramatically for all races and ethric groups
The proportion s highesi for Blscks, bur 1he rame of
increase hes beon mow rapid for Whires

Percent of Birtds 16 Ununarmied Mothers
i vagh
All bérvhs (1] 1
Whites fr i
Blacks 38 o
Hispanics na i

LIVIMG ARRAMOEMENTS OF
BHILDREM

Single Parent Families

Thee proportion of children who kive with only one
parent has more than doubled since 1970, Again, 1he
proportion is highest for Black children, but the rise
has been steepest for Whites

Percent of Children Living With One Paremt

o tgh
il chibdren i A
Whines (1] u
Blacks 1] By

Hizpanicy na )
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FAMILY COMPOBITION, MARITAL
RELATIONESHIFE, AND POVERTY Percent of Families With Children Living in Poverty
7S ]

Child Poverty and Family Composition Al families with children TR 7

Berween 1975 and 1996 the proportion of families with Families with children headed by

children living in poverty rose from 1] 1o /7 percent Married-couples f !

m:mm:mﬁm;mﬁmm My " -
Male householders with no wife 12 10

the proportion of female-eaded (amilies, since these

Fnemilies are far more Tkely 1o be pooe than married

couple lamilies or families headed by single (athers

Mothers Livireg i Poverty

single muthers Land thesr children) are alsa lar more _ . 1991

likety to be poor if they have never married, or ane
separated, than (f divarced
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Organizations

The following mational organizazions are resources for mformation
about marriage research, programs, services and policy

Contaci: Kamm

> Guuthey
Develapment (AAMIT)
Amedican Associafion lor
Marrisge and Family Tsetagy
137 1310 5t NW, Sulte yo0
;ﬂﬂﬁmﬂm

4

hutuﬂ:nmm

AmsEricai Asdicistion for Marrisge and Family Therapy AMFTY (oobe prodessional sesoration foe e
Dbl ol rirrsige wnc Lanitly iSerapy . Since o louiding i mg, oy membe have Bee ivolved with the prab-
lenms;, needs and changieg patterm of rosples. marrage and Gty relatonships. The anoctation Daobitein
research. sheory development and educarion snd develops slantard for graduse sducsiion. oinic! wgers.
Mor, profeinnal s snd dinical practioe. Marrlege and (amidy therapists sre qualified ro treat martal dis-
tremi and conftics aned o Rill renge of mertal and erctiena) disssder e heslth proldes

Coalition for Marriage, Family and Couples Education (CHMFCE, [ounded I sgo8, has &5 (15 musssan
srengiwing the laid of marrage sducation and resesrching and mformang the public and policymaken sbous
the wndue of shills-based culphes snd marriage education. it serves @ an inforeunian exchange 1o help Oouples.
kncane cosarses, 10 denitily traiming opponuntities for pralesilonsls 1o promose tie devrlopement of the feld
il increasi the wvailabilify of courses in ther consmuriry, The EMFCE webaite includes the grogram for i
annus conferenee, 8 Déreciory of Practifinesy artiele, setoaroes wid of ofi-line ewdetier

Comemuriarian Ketwork v 4 nONPErTAAN, NeieeERnan coadition of indididisds snd ceganitatinm who im o
share e the moral. vocial, snd puliics| sevitormenst, The' Network han an irerest i marrivge and ihe (asily

an one of the ey foundarions of civil sucsety. |7 Novesber s946 1t held a nie day canlerenee on marmisge and
dnveree Lok relarm. The endorsers of the Commuritsnsn Pinform suppan modifng diveree e, and & im-
beer of arther propasaly o help paremi

Family Imspact Seminar (FES) s & policy prerarch itstitite whoie misson is 1o help publie snd prvaie offioals
devihon and imgiement policy thae supports sed siremgthens amdlies. Founted in gt FIS conduci seminars,
comiferencrs and action research on s wide range of family pobcy ivurs defimitg cutting edge B and gues-
thons hefore they become masmtream. eressisgly if drves i a ratonsl nongsestisen information amd
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Marriage 1n thirre poor @rhan ommunities, sand sty of the Grester Cramd Rapidy Comemurny Marriage Poli-
&y bn July 1igl) it belersed (he repart, Towsrd Moe Perfeet Dinns: Perimg Marmage onf the Pl Agrncs snd
& companion vilume of pepers, Strateges o Srengrhen Mamage. Wt Da We Enow? Wit Do We Nead in
i

Farnily Resnarch Councll s the non-pralli resesrch and sdueanin i of Toos on The Femily, 8 conservaiive
Svicecy ofganiation. The Coonrll st 1o prossate and defend traditions] Bemily valuss 0 e media, Sevslng
anyd acvacatr polscy initiethes which stirengtihen the lamiy anad promote rradiicnal velues. Be an scoursm
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Notienal Marriage Project ot Tutgers University, estabsliabed in lase gy, oo oniversiy-bard ressassh and
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sCtivities include 0 Bnnial repin o the SLile af marriage in Americn. studies of attibides hinvanl mirrisge
Ay Ouf REtEhn L yaung people, an ruaminston of hes memege B porttaped in the popalar meke. and an
evaluatinn of marriage-oriemied cumiciln a2 the Bigh schon el
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