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Background 
 

The Bush administration is proposing to spend 1.5 billion dollars 
over the next five years on programs to promote "healthy mar- 
riages.” The administration hopes to reduce family instability 
and encourage unwed couples to marry in order to enable chil- 
dren to grow up with two biological parents who are married. 

 
Data from the Fragile Families Study would indicate such a 
plan is consonant with the wishes of unmarried parents. 
According to the survey, 86 percent of unmarried mothers and 
91 percent of unmarried fathers who were living together when 
their child was born had plans to marry. Among 'visiting’ par- 
ents (those who were romantic but not living together), about 
82 percent of the mothers and 84 percent of the fathers had 
plans to either marry or move in together. 

 
Despite their ‘high hopes,’ only a handful of these parents actually 
married within a year after their child’s birth. Of those who were 
in a romantic relationship, only 11 percent married by the end of 
the first year, while 32 percent broke up. Cohabiting parents were 
slightly more likely to get married and less likely to break up - 15 
percent had married while only 21 percent had broken up. 

 
What explains the gap between what unmarried parents say 
about marriage and what they do? One explanation for low 
marriage rates in this population is the lack of marriageable 
males - men who are financially stable and non-incarcerated. 
Another explanation is that a large number of women have 
entered the workforce, making them less dependent on men and 
undermining their incentives to marry. Other arguments 
emphasize the increase in government transfer programs or to 
cultural shifts that have reduced the stigma associated with sin- 
gle motherhood. While each of these arguments has merit, 
none can fully account for why parents who say they plan to 
marry fail to follow through on their plans. 

 
This brief uses data from the Time, Love, Cash, Care, and 
Children Study (TLC3) to examine what unmarried parents say 
about marriage. The TLC3 Study conducted in-depth qualita- 
tive interviews with a subset of parents who participated in the 
larger Fragile Families Study (SEE PAGE 2, SHADED BOX). 
Twenty-five couples were selected from each of three cities - 
Milwaukee, New York, and Chicago - for a total of 75 families. 

 
The TLC3 study was restricted to parents who were romanti- 
cally involved at the time of their child’s birth. Roughly two 
months after the birth, each parent was interviewed twice - once 
together and once alone. The in-depth, semi-structured inter- 
views covered such topics as parents’ relationships with their 
partners, the division of labor in the household and ideals and 
norms about parenting and fatherhood. 

 
The TLC3 Study sheds light upon the reasons behind the appar- 
ent contradiction of parents saying they want to get married but 
not actually doing so. The interviews confirm the findings from 
the Fragile Families survey that parents hold positive views 
towards marriage. At the same time, they suggest that these pos- 
itive views may actually be preventing marriage, or at least post- 
poning it. To these young couples, marriage symbolizes that a 
couple has ‘arrived,’ both financially and emotionally. And 
because they value marriage so highly, many believe they must 
achieve certain (often lofty) goals before they can get married. 

 
Findings 

 
The qualitative TLC3 interviews reveal that the most common 
obstacles to marriage are financial concerns, relationship prob- 
lems and timing issues. 

 
With regard to financial concerns, unmarried parents insist they 
must ‘get it together financially’ or ‘get their money together,’ 
in three different areas - financial responsibility, accumulating 
some assets, and having enough savings to host a proper wed- 
ding - before getting married. Most couples first want to ensure 
that both partners are economically stable. Here is what one 
young couple says when we ask them what stands in the way of 
their plans to marry: 

 
She: Once we get a job. Once we both have jobs. And, like, I’m 
waiting on his insurance to get free daycare, and then if I decid- 
ed to put him in daycare, then I can get a job and work. And I 
still have to finish school. So once I finish school and get a job 
and everything, and he’s working… 

 
Another 24-year-old woman said her 22-year-old partner would 
have to get a second job and demonstrate more responsibility 
than he’s thus far exhibited before she would respect him 
enough to marry him. 
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Parents also believe they must accumulate substantial assets 
before marriage, assets that represent their ability to work 
together toward long-term economic goals. Some parents also 
insist upon the necessity of having shared savings before they 
marry. One new father said that “(marriage means) not living 
from check to check.” One couple, both in their late teens, 
insisted that before they could marry, they must own their own 
home, “a single house, not a double, with a BIG YARD and a 
garage, so we can put both our cars in.” Another couple said 
“if we get married, we’re not going to want to live here, we’ll 
want a house, and we don’t want this [apartment living]…Cuz 
we’re going to want the two-car garage, the white picket 
fence.” 

 
Other couples want to demonstrate their respectability by host- 
ing a proper wedding and reception instead of getting married 
on the cheap at City Hall. One 20-year-old mother shunned 
her baby’s father’s suggestion that they get married at the city 
hall, saying she wanted a “big fantasy” wedding. A father 
from another couple who had been married and 
divorced before said: “when I do it again, I 
want to have a very nice wedding and a big 
wedding, and that takes a lot of planning. And 
a lot of money.” 

 
Since most of the parents in the TLC3 study 
were cohabiting at the time of the interview 
(77%) and had enough money to establish an 
independent household together, we were sur- 
prised to learn how strongly they were influ- 
enced by financial barriers. Yet clearly these 
couples believe that getting married means 
more than simply living together. Most impor- 
tantly, it signals that a couple has ‘arrived’ in a 
financial sense. 

 
But money is not the only thing standing in 
unmarried couples’ way. Most mothers seem to have a clear 
set of standards for the men they marry, often claiming that 
their male partners are not yet emotionally mature enough 
for marriage. Fathers, too, believe relational maturity is 

important, and often doubt they are ready. Mothers some- 
times worry that the father would be unable to ‘settle 
down,’ or remain sexually faithful to them. In this regard, 
the level of trust between the mothers and the fathers is 
often very low. Other parents thought the relationship itself 
is not yet strong enough to withstand a marriage commit- 
ment. In general, all of these parents are extremely fearful 
of divorce. Getting married ‘just to get divorced’ is often 
deemed worse than having a child out of wedlock.   Below, 
one woman says she believes her baby’s father needs to 
‘sow his wild oats’ first. 

 
Interviewer: Do you have a sense of what it’s going to take (to 
want to get married)? 

 
She: It’s going to take him [wanting] to do it…Yeah. If he’s not 
ready to commit, then it’ll never happen. I’m younger; he’s 
older. He probably feels like he got a lot of oats to still sow. 

 
Another woman says she cannot yet trust her 
child’s father enough, as he abandoned her 
once before, while the couple was living in 
Puerto Rico. 

 
She: We have to get our trust back … I need to 
start trusting him again … In some ways, some- 
times, I’m mad at him, cause I’ll NEVER forget 
what happened to me in this life. And, it’s like, 
sometimes, I’ll think about what he did to me 
over there in Puerto Rico, and I will be 
mean…Cause he really did hurt me. 

 
A final obstacle to marriage identified in the 
interviews is that of timing. Many couples said 
they just did not have enough time to get mar- 
ried right now. According to them, marriage 
requires an uninterrupted stretch of time to plan 

the wedding and carry out other tasks. In fact, couples felt it 
was improper to rush into marriage simply to legitimate a 
birth. Shotgun marriages are clearly a thing of the past for 
these parents. 

 

 

 
The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study is following a birth cohort of nearly 5,000 children, including 3,712 chil- 
dren born to unmarried parents and 1,186 children born to married parents. The data are nationally representative of 
births in cities with populations of 200,000 or more. For more information about the study, visit the Website of The Center 
for Research on Child Wellbeing, http://crcw.princeton.edu/fragilefamilies/index.htm or email the CRCW at 
crcw@opr.princeton.edu 

The Time, Love, Cash, Care and Children Study (TLC3 Study) is following a total of 75 couples, 25 each from the cities of 
Chicago, Milwaukee New York. Each of the 75 couples participated in two in-depth interviews, once together and once 
alone. Baseline interviews are conducted at birth and follow-up interviews are conducted at 12, 24 and 36 months. 
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Also interesting is what couples did not discuss as obstacles 
to marriage. Children’s needs, public assistance and ideo- 
logical objections to the institution of marriage rarely, if 
ever, were mentioned. And not a single mother or father 
mentioned the most prevalent concern on policy maker’s 
minds - that marriage might enhance the life chances of 
their child. 

 
Conclusions and Policy Implications 

The findings from the TLC3 in-depth qualitative interviews sug- 
gest that to be successful, marriage promotion programs will 
need to address at least two issues among unmarried couples. 
First, they will need to work on strengthening relationships and 
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trust, including emphasizing the importance of sexual fidelity. 
The marriage programs currently being put forth as models for 
the new initiative appear to be well-suited for dealing with issues 
of relationship quality and trust, though none that we know of 
explicitly take on the issue of male infidelity. Less obvious is the 
extent to which existing programs are prepared to deal with par- 
ents’ relatively high expectations for financial security. Many 
unmarried parents view a stable, working-class lifestyle as a pre- 
requisite for marriage. These standards are driven, at least in part, 
by the strong fear of, and opposition to, divorce. Given the rela- 
tively low human capital of most unmarried parents, marriage 
programs will need to think about ways to increase the financial 
stability and asset accumulation of these couples if their ‘high 
hopes’ for a future together are to become a reality. 
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Inside... 
This research brief uses data from the Fragile 
Families and Child Wellbeing Study and also the 
Time, Love, Cash, Care and Children study to 
examine what unmarried couples think about 
marriage and, specifically, the reasons they give 
for not getting married 
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