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The Marriage Gap



Why do we care about the marriage gap?
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Family Instability
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Family Instability, 
Cohabitation, and Marriage
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Five years later:

• Half of the cohabiting couples were no longer living together.
• Three-fourths of the couples in visiting relationships  were no longer 

together.
• By the child’s third birthday:

• two-thirds of mothers had experienced at least one partnership 
change, 

• more than a third had experienced at least two changes, 
• and nearly 20 percent had experienced three or more changes.



Family Complexity



Source: Fragile Families Research Brief no. 35



Family Inequality



Percentage of Children Living with Unmarried Mothers, by Mother’s 
Education, 1980 – 2010.  (Source:  Special tabulations pursuant to Stykes
and Williams, 2013, from the IPUMS database.)
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What difference does not living with two 
parents make for children?

Effects seem to be larger on emotional 
problems than on cognitive development.

Effects seem to be larger for boys than for 
girls.

Source: Sara McLanahan, Laura Tach, and Daniel Schneider. 2013. “The Causal Effects 
of Father Absence.” Annual Review of Sociology.



What are the effects of divorce and 
cohabitation dissolution on adults?

Economic effects of divorce on women 
have declined.

Economic effects of the end of 
cohabitation on women have increased.

Source: Laura Tach and Alicia Eads. 2015. “Trends in the Economic Consequences of Marital and 
Cohabitation Dissolution in the United States.” Demography.



What are the benefits of marriage for men 
and women?

Marriage seems to provide men with a 
boost in earnings and health.

The benefits are smaller for women.

Source: Alexandra Killewalda and Margaret Gough. 2013. “Does Specialization Explain
Marriage Penalties and Premiums?” American Sociological Review.
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