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Overview

The National Poverty Center hosted its
first research conference in Washing-
ton, D.C. in September 2003, “Mar-
riage and Family Formation Among
Low-Income Couples: What Do We
Know From Research?” The conference
brought together over 150 scholars,
policy analysts, and practitioners.

The event was designed to synthesize
what is known from a variety of
academic disciplines about the
formation and dissolution of couple
relationships within low-income
populations, implications for child
well-being, and efforts to strengthen
marriage; to increase and enhance
dialogue between social science
researchers, policy analysts, and
practitioners; and to suggest directions
for future research.

Funding for the conference was
provided by the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, Office of
the Assistant Secretary for Planning and
Evaluation (ASPE) & the Administration
for Children and Families (ACF).

This edition of Poverty Research Insights
spotlights policy and research issues
around marriage and family formation
among low-income couples.
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Marriage on the Public Policy Agenda: What Do Policy Makers

Need to Know from Research?

From a paper by Kristin S. Seefeldt, Gerald R. Ford School of Public Policy, The University of
Michigan and Pamela J. Smock, Department of Sociology & Population Studies Center, The

University of Michigan. This paper was informed by research and commentaries presented at

the conference, “Marriage and Family Formation Among Low Income Couples: “What do We

Know From Research?”” A Working Paper is available at www.npc.umich.edu/publications/

workingpaper04.

For the last 30 years, encouraging
employment has been the primary focus of
U.S. welfare reform policies. More recently,
however, policy makers have begun
debating the merits and feasibility of trying
to improve well-being through policies

that would directly a ect family structure.
Under the Bush Administration, promoting
the formation and maintenance of “healthy
marriages,” particularly among the low-
income population, has emerged as a central
goal of social policy, with proposals pending
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that would allocate up to $1.5 billion to
undertake and evaluate marriage promotion
e orts.

In their paper, “Marriage on the Public
Policy Agenda: What Do Policy Makers
Need to Know from Research?” Kristin S.
Seefeldt and Pamela J. Smock explore the
implications of social science research for
marriage promotion e orts.

Changes in family structure: the decline
in marriage

Seefeldt and Smock begin with a review

of trends in family structure. Over the last
several decades, the U.S. has experienced
great changes in family behavior,

with increases in divorce, non-marital
childbearing, and cohabitation. Increases in
both the divorce rate and the average age of
marriage have resulted in a decline in the
prevalence of marriage. A related trend has
been the substantial increase in non-marital
childbearing. Currently, about one in three
children is born outside of marriage.

There are economic di erentials in these
trends, with the least advantaged being

continued on page 3
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Wade F. Horn on the Bush Administration’s Proposed Marriage Education Initiatives

Excerpts from a speech given at the confer-
ence, “Marriage and Family Formation Among
Low-Income Couples: What do We Know
From Research?” by Wade F. Horn, Assistant
Secretary for Children and Families in the
Administration for Children and Families, U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services. An
influential voice in the marriage and father-
hood debates, Dr. Horn played an important
role in shaping the Bush Administration’s mar-
riage education initiatives.

“When it comes to marriage promotion, the
support for healthy marriages, | think we as

a country have moved beyond the question
about whether or not the government should
be involved in this issue and have moved to
the question of how. That is a very important
move. There is a great distance from the ques-
tion of ‘whether,’” to the question of ‘how.”

The reason we made that move is because of
work that many of you have done who are in
this room: the accumulation of an empirical
literature that clearly indicates that marriage, in
fact, does hold very clear benefits for children,
for adults and for communities. ... | think given
this shift, | would like to focus my comments
today on what | think government ought to do
and how it ought to do it....

Before | do that, | have learned to start this talk
by emphasizing what the government ought
not to do when promoting marriage. It ought
not to be about forcing anybody to get mar-
ried. | am a conservative and as a conservative
| think the government ought to be limited in
what it does even in the name of doing good.
The government ought not be involved with
the intimate decision of a couple deciding
whether or not to get married.

.... S0, What should government do? Here are
some basic principles | think ought to drive
government in this arena. First government
ought to make it clear that it is in the business
of promoting not just marriage, but healthy
marriage.... Government’s role is not simply to
move marriage rates; we can do that by mak-
ing it impossible to get out of marriages, but
we would trap a lot of people in bad marriag-
es. ...(T)he reason that government should be
involved is because government has an interest
in promoting the well-being of children and
we know that healthy marriages are good for
kids and that unhealthy marriages are not.

The second principle that ... should drive
government involvement in this area is that
government should not merely seek to be
neutral about ... marriage. Government is

neutral about many things, and it should be.
Your choice of ties, your favorite ice cream
flavor — there are lots of things that govern-
ment should be neutral about when it comes
to individual decision-making. But there are
things that government is not neutral about.
Government is not neutral about homeowner-
ship. Why not? Well, because we know that
communities where there are higher rates of
homeownership are more stable, have less so-
cial pathologies and have greater community
strengths measured in a variety of ways. So
government doesn’t seek to be neutral about
homeownership; it provides mild incentives,
primarily through the tax code in the form of a
home interest mortgage deduction.

.... In much the same way, government, while
not forcing anyone to get married, can and
should provide support for healthy marriages,
precisely because it can be shown that healthy
marriages contribute to the common good.
As such, simply removing disincentives to
marriage is not enough. Government should
not simply strive to be neutral about the issue.
But it in fact should provide incentives and
supports for couples that choose marriage for
themselves to form and sustain healthy mar-
riages.

“Given the government’s interest in
promoting the well being of children,
government in our view does have a
role to play in helping couples who

chose marriage for themselves”

The third principle is we ought not to wait
until all the data are in - until we have perfect
knowledge - before we do anything in this
arena. If we said that about early childhood de-
velopment, then we would not have launched
Head Startin 1965.... ()t's precisely because
we don’t know how to do this perfectly that
the government should do this with an eye
towards evaluation and further research..., but
not to be paralyzed into inaction....

... Now | want to be clear about three things:

First, | want to be clear about the issue of
domestic violence. Sometimes | hear conserva-
tives cite research indicating that cohabiting
couples have higher rates of domestic violence
than married couples, and that’s true. But
often | hear them cite that research and put

a period at the end and go onto the next
topic, leaving the implication at least in some
peoples’” minds that the solution to domestic

violence in cohabiting couples is to get them
married. Let me be very clear: that is not the
solution; that simply is an opportunity for the
couple to engage in further violence against
each other. One of the reasons | am so at-
tracted to premarital education services is pre-
cisely because research shows that at least 15%
of couples who go through serious premarital
education are diverted away from marriage
because during the context of the premarital
education services it’s discovered that they are
either completely unprepared for marriage or
because they uncover violence occurring in the
dating relationship....

The second thing | want to be very clear about
is that promoting healthy marriage is not the
Administration’s strategy to reduce poverty.
Work is the Administration’s strategy of reduc-
ing poverty. Itis self evident if you have two
individuals, neither of whom are working and
you merely get them married, you then have
two married individuals, neither of whom is
working and they are likely to be poor. But
there is good reason to believe that if you inte-
grate support and encouragement for healthy
marriages into a broader context of work
supports you are likely to gain greater poverty
reduction than if you simply have a work focus
alone....

.... Finally | want to...make it clear that being
in favor of supports and encouragements for
healthy marriage does not mean we should
neglect children who find themselves in fami-
lies where the parents are not married.... It is
impossible for me to support a system that
would say “(we don’t)...provide supports
because that child is living in a household in
which their parents are not married.” If you
believe, as | do, that... the focus ought to be
on the well being of children, it requires that
you continue to provide broad-based supports
for children in all kinds of family structures and
arrangements and that you don’t do healthy
marriage promotion at the expense of those
services....

| work for a President who does believe, as |
do, that government ought to be limited. But
he also says is that what the government does,
it ought to do well. One of the things he says
government ought to do well is strengthen
families. Nowhere was this seen more clearly
than in the Presidential Proclamation he made
at the first National Family Week of his Admin-
istration, ... ‘My Administration is committed to
strengthening the American family. Many one-
parent families are also a source of comfort
and reassurance. Yet a family with a Mom and
Dad who are committed to marriage and de-




vote themselves to their children helps provide
children a sound foundation for success. Gov-
ernment can support families by promoting
policies that help strengthen the institution of
marriage and help parents rear their children
in positive and healthy environments.”

.... (T)he reality is, based on the research ...
healthy marriages are the environment that
confers the most advantages to the most chil-
dren. Given the government’s interest in pro-
moting the well being of children, government
in our view does have a role to play in helping
couples who choose marriage for themselves
develop those skills and knowledge that we
know can be healthy in forming and sustaining
healthy marriages....” ®

Seefeldt and Smock continued from p. 1

most a ected®. Racial and ethnic variation
exists in these paterns as well, at least in
part because of the correlation between
economic well-being and race and ethnicity.
African Americans’ marriages are more
likely to end, either through divorce or
separation, than are marriages of Whites

Taken together, these trends mean that more
children -- particularly less advantaged
children -- live in single parent families and
experience parental relationship transitions.
Figure 1 shows the changes in the percent
of children living with two parents between
1970 and 2002. In 1970, 58 percent of African
American, 89 percent of White, and 78
percent of Latino children were living with
two parents. By 2002, those proportions
declined to 38.5, 74, and 65 percent among
African American, White, and Hispanic
children, respectively.

The authors explore a number of
explanations that have been put forth to
explain the “decline” or “retreat” from
marriage, including women’s increasing
economic independence; changing social
norms with respect to sex outside of
marriage, cohabitation, divorce, and extra-
marital childbearing; and advances in
contraception.

Seefeldt and Smock also review the
empirical research around another potential

explanation for the decline in marriage: the
availability of welfare and other benefits

to support single parenthood. The authors
note that although research has found litle
tonoe ect of policies on family formation
decisions, there may be no reason to expect
such a relationship. Although increasing
marriage and decreasing non-marital
childbearing were specific goals of the 1996
welfare reform legislation (the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act, or PRWORA), most
policy changes implemented afer 1996
focused on encouraging work and not
directly on promoting marriage.

Figure 1: Percent of U.S. Children Living

with Two Parents: 1970 and 2002
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lower well-being of children from single
mother or cohabiting families®.

The “Healthy Marriages Initiative”

Motivated in part by the recognition that
economically disadvantaged children
are most likely to be growing up without
both married, biological parents; by states’
relative lack of sustained atention to
PRWORA's marriage and fertility-related
goals; and in part by other issues, the Bush
Administration has made promoting family
formation, and particularly marriage, a
key focus of its domestic policy agenda,
introducing the “Healthy Marriages”
initiative.

Proposed as part of the reauthorization
of the welfare reform program (TANF)
and overseen by the Administration
for Children and Families (ACF)
within the Department of Health

and Human Services (DHHS), the
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Annual Demographic
Supplement to the March 2002 Current Popula-
tion Survey, Current Population Reports, P-20-547,
“Children’s Living Arrangements and Characteris-
tics” and earlier reports.
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Family structure and child well-being

The authors next explore the research
literature on the consequences of various
family structures and changes in family
structure for child well-being. This research
finds that, on average, children fare beter
when living with their married, biological
parents, provided the marriage is a low-
conflict one.® Children who grow up in other
contexts face somewhat increased odds of
experiencing negative outcomes such as
lower school achievement and behavioral
and emotional problems; however, the
literature also suggests that economic
circumstances play a substantial role in the

for themselves develop the skills and
knowledge necessary to form and
sustain healthy marriages.”

As of this writing, states may continue
to use TANF funds as well as funds
from several other federal programs
to undertake marriage promotion
activities. Additional funding is
pending Congressional approval. H.R. 4,
which passed the House in February 2003
and reflects the Administration’s priorities,
would provide up to $1.5 billion over
the course of five years to fund marriage
promotion, programs, and related research.

States and communities could implement a
variety of policies and programs. Seefeldt
and Smock divide these activities into
three broad categories and detail specific
examples of ongoing e orts.

Policy changes

Policy changes that might remove potential
marriage disincentives for low-income
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couples range from changing eligibility
rules for welfare, child support, or other
benefit programs in order to equalize
treatment between single and two-parent
families to changing tax policy to eliminate
“marriage penalties.” States may also use
TANF funds to provide financial incentives
to marriage. In West Virginia, for example,
families receiving TANF get a $100 bonus
each month if the family is headed by a
legally-married couple.

Additionally, changes to family law might
increase marriage by trying to lower the
incidence of divorce. The majority of states
have passed legislation or are considering
ways to change divorce laws, particularly
for couples with children. This includes
re-defining circumstances under which a no-
fault divorce may occur, requiring a waiting
period for divorces, or mandating education
on the e ects of divorce on families®. At the
same time, advocates are concerned about
potential harm that might occur to women
in abusive relationships if their ability to
leave a relationship is constrained®.

Programs and Interventions

E orts in this category include
participation of couples or individuals

in activities designed to strengthen
relationships, overcome problems that
might interfere with the ability to have a
strong relationship, and/or obtain skills
that would make them more desirable
partners. One such program underway in
a number of states is the Prevention and
Relationship Enhancement Program (PREP).
In PREP curriculum, facilitators lead
participants through exercises to improve
communication and conflict management
skills — areas that research indicates are
linked to successful marriage’.

Community Initiatives

Community initiatives may entail
enactment of policy changes and support
for marriage promotion interventions; these
initiatives are distinguished by organized

e orts by government or other groups to

support marriage publicly. For example,
former Utah governor Leavit declared a
“Marriage Awareness” week and launched
a commission to develop strategies to
promote marriage®.

Challenges to promoting marriage
among low-income couples

Seefeldt and Smock also describe the
potential challenges policy makers should
consider as they atempt to implement,
evaluate, and learn from marriage education
programs with low-income individuals.

Challenges to Designing Initiatives

It is not clear which group or groups are

the most appropriate target for marriage
promotion programs. When marriage
promotion emerged as a policy option in
the late 1990s, women receiving TANF

(that is, single mothers with children)

were the presumed population to receive
these services, perhaps because TANF
funds could be used for this purpose. More
recently, the focus has shifed to low-income
couples, especially those who recently had a
child together.

Seefeldt and Smock caution, however,

that working with low-income parents to
promote marriage may be challenging.

For example, in more than two-fifhs of
couples in the Fragile Families and Child
Well-Being study, one or both partners have
children from another relationship, with
African Americans having even higher
incidences of multiple partner fertility®.
Thus, these couples are already enmeshed in
complex family relationships across several
households.

A second challenge is determining

how many couples (or individuals)

are interested in geting married. State
studies in Oklahoma and Florida indicate
that a general interest in marriage does
exist®®. Even with high levels of interest

in marriage, however, the timing of the
intervention as it relates to the couple’s
life course may be crucial; there is indirect

evidence that interest in marriage to a
particular partner may be short-lived.

A third challenge to designing marriage
promotion programs is determining the
appropriate set of services to be used.
Existing marriage education curricula,
such as PREP, have been developed for and
used with middle-class couples, typically
those who are engaged or already married.
It is likely that low-income couples face

di erent or more complex issues that

need to be addressed within marriage
promotion programs, including perceived
infidelity and distrust; domestic violence
and childhood physical and sexual abuse;
and barriers to marriage such as depression,
substance abuse, and unemployment.

Other studies find that low-income couples
desire both economic and lifestyle security
before they get married. This includes
couples’ concerns about their emotional
maturity, their ability to hold down a stable
job and be financially responsible, and their
ability to be faithful in a marriage. Seefeldt
and Smock conclude that if marriage
promotion programs do not address these
issues, improvements in relationship quality
due to program participation could be
overwhelmed by other problems facing
couples.

Challenges to Evaluating Initiatives

The Administration for Children and
Families within the Department of Health
and Human Services has awarded research
contracts to conduct random assignment
evaluations of healthy marriage initiatives.
Even though these initiatives will be
subjected to rigorous evaluation tests, there
are important challenges that policy makers
and researchers need to consider.

First, will su cient numbers of couples
participate in order to do random
assignment evaluations? Researchers from
Mathematica Policy Research calculated that
an ideal sample size for such an evaluation
would be 2000 couples (including treatment
and control group members) for any



particular intervention??. Because existing
marriage education programs have not
systematically targeted the low-income
population, and program evaluations have
not typically used samples nearly this large,
enrollment at this level is a task whose

di culty is not yet known.

Second, even if su cient numbers of
couples participate, will the numbers be
large enough so that e ects for di erent
subgroups (based on
couples’ race and ethnicity,
age, and other factors) can

A second challenge is that the incidence

of multiple partner fertility may mean
creation of more step-parent families, and
this may not improve child well-being.
Several studies suggest that, on some
measures, children in married stepfamilies
do not uniformly fare beter than those in
single parent or cohabiting households and
do not enjoy the well-being of children in
biological, married households™.

Table 1: Percentage point change in the likelihood of marriage

their own behavior (e.g., moving from
non-work to work). By contrast, marriage
promotion evaluations will have to recruit
couples to participate, on a voluntary basis,
inan e ort to change the behavior of both
(e.g., from non-marriage to marriage or from
a marriage headed toward dissolution to a
stable, healthy marriage).

The authors highlight several areas of
research that they believe would move
family policy forward. Some
of this research relates directly
to evaluations of marriage

be examined? Ataining
the desired sample size is
critical if we are to learn
about potential di erences
in program experiences

or outcomes by various

promotion programs and some

pertains to understanding

dynamics among low-income

families more broadly.

Improve supportiveness in relationship +3.4
Increase positive attitudes toward marriage +2.0
Decrease gender distrust +2.0
Increase male’s wages +1.6
Increase all four +11.5

Source: Carlson, MclLanahan, and England, 2004. The simulation

subgroups, particularly
given variation in marriage
prevalence by racial and
ethnic groups.

Challenges to Learning from Initiatives

Finally, there will be challenges to achieving
the desired outcomes from marriage
promotion programs. Seefeldt and Smock
consider two broad outcomes- increased
rates of healthy marriages and improved
child well-being.

First, policy makers need to be prepared for
relatively small increases in the number of
couples who marry as a result of program
participation. Using data from the Fragile
Families Study, Table 1 shows simulations
of the probability of marriage among
initially unmarried couples. The baseline
probability of marriage one year afer a non-
marital birth is 9 percent. Improvements

to any one of four areas of couples’ lives—
supportiveness within the relationship,
atitudes toward marriage, feelings of
gender distrust, or levels of men’ wages —at
most is predicted to increase the probability
of marriage by just over three percentage
points. Improving all four together would
increase the probability to 20.5 percent.*®

raised (or lowered, depending on which direction encouraged
marriage) individual-level values on key variables by one standard
deviation from the overall sample mean.

Third, even random assignment evaluations
may not yield generalizable findings
because of the potential for selection bias.
What is learned from these evaluations
will be based upon couples who will

have made active choices to get married
(or, alternatively, strengthen an existing
marriage) and to participate in an
intervention that is designed to do that. It
is likely that this subset of people will have
characteristics that make them di erent

on at least some measures than other low-
income (married or unmarried) couples;

if so, we will be limited in our ability to
extrapolate from evaluation findings.

What research is needed to move policy
forward?

The authors conclude that the challenges
enumerated above will make research on
marriage promotion e orts di erent from
research on welfare programs. Welfare
reform evaluations, for the most part,
were able to draw from a large population
of recipients who were mandated to
participate in activities designed to change

First, assuming positive
impacts are found, we need to
understand the characteristics
of those who choose to
participate in marriage
promotion programs, and perhaps more
importantly, those who married and
experienced improved relationships, so
that future interventions can be targeted

to couples with similar characteristics.
Additionally, information about the local
contexts of successful interventions may
be helpful, including factors such as
community social values and labor markets.

Second, we need to evaluate whether

these interventions have improved child
well-being through their e ects on healthy
marriage, because improving child well-
being, and doing so through marriage, is the
central rationale for this initiative. To do so,
studies will need to be comprehensive and
must follow children and couples over the
long-term, both to track marital stability and
the well-being of children in that union.

Third, the authors note the importance of
research — possibly qualitative in nature

— that uncovers mechanisms or processes
through which relationship quality, child
well-being, or other outcomes occur.

This type of research may be helpful in
understanding the correct mix of activities
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and services, in what combinations, and in
what formats provide the best results.

Fourth, more research is needed that
focuses on low-income men and their

roles within families. Because marriage
promotion e orts may create more
step-parent families, it is important to
understand what happens to relationships
between biological fathers and their children
when either the mother or the father become
involved in a new relationship and take

on responsibilities for either new step- or
biological children.

Finally, the authors note the need for a
greater understanding of the role race and
ethnicity play in family formation, including
atitudinal, behavioral, and environmental
factors. Much of the research atempting

to explain declines in marriage among
minorities, particularly African Americans,
has focused on structural explanations, such
as declines in employment opportunities,
but this only accounts for some of the

di erence®. The authors note that emerging
research must illuminate the complexities
in family life — complexities that will have
important implications for the success of
marriage promotion e orts.
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The Determinants of Marriage and Cohabitation Among
Disadvantaged Americans: Research Findings and Needs

Prepared from “The Determinants of Marriage
and Cohabitation Among Disadvantaged
Americans: Two Themes from a Literature
Review,” David J. Fein, Abt Associates Inc.
September 2003.

Federal agencies involved in initiatives

to promote healthy marriage — such as

the Administration for Children and
Families (ACF), the Assistant Secretary for
Planning and Evaluation (ASPE), and the
National Institute for Child Health and
Human Development (NICHD) - have
emphasized the need for a strong research-
driven approach to policy development.
These agencies have launched a variety of
knowledge-building projects to respond to
this need.

One such project was conducted by Abt
Associates for ACF's O ce of Planning
Research and Evaluation. The authors of
the report, David J. Fein, Nancy R. Burstein,
Greta G. Fein, and Laura D. Lindberg,

first prepared a review report assessing

the quantitative research literature on
determinants of marriage and cohabitation
among disadvantaged Americans.! Second,
they produced a guide to aspects of nine
major national surveys useful in studying
marriage and cohabitation determinants.?
Third, the authors produced eleven cross-
cuting research recommendations.

Fein elaborated on two of the most
important research recommendations—the
need to study determinants for economically
disadvantaged groups and for improved
conceptual frameworks—in a paper for

the conference, “Marriage and Family
Formation Among Low-Income Couples:
What do We Know From Research?”® This

article summarizes Fein’s paper.

Determinants of unions among
disadvantaged populations

The paper begins with several arguments

for the importance of studying the
determinants of marriage and cohabitation
among disadvantaged persons.

Fein notes that, compared with the general
population, poor people are at greater risk
of single parenthood, with its atendant
negative implications for child well-being
and higher public spending. Secondly;,
descriptive analysis consistently shows

that marriage and cohabitation experiences
di er for people in di erent economic
circumstances, with disadvantage associated
with somewhat earlier marriage and
negatively associated with relationship
stability. Finally, the author believes that the
findings on determinants for the general
population may not apply to the poor — not
because the determinants are inherently

di erent, but rather because their e ects

are moderated by community, family, and
personal contexts known to vary with socio-
economic status.

Given the importance of work on
determinants of marriage and cohabitation
among disadvantaged populations, then,
the author was surprised to find relatively
litle research focused specifically on such
groups.

One common approach to these issues

has been to study the e ects of various
influences within a particular population,
using racial and demographic characteristics
as proxies for economic disadvantage.
There has been a substantial amount of
research of this kind on racial and ethnic
groups—especially African Americans. Fein
identifies the Fragile Families research as an
example; this work has provided valuable
insights into influences on unions afer an
out-of-wedlock birth.* The author notes,
however, that while these are important
groups to study, racial and demographic
characteristics are not very good proxies for
economic disadvantage.



Beter than studies limited to particular
populations are those that directly compare
the e ects of key determinants between
disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged
groups. The author was able to identify
several analyses of the e ects of economic
circumstances on marriage by poverty
status®, but he found comparatively

litle work on demographic, sociological
or psychological influences by level of
disadvantage.

Improved conceptual frameworks

The second research need Fein identifies

is for improved conceptual frameworks

to guide research on disadvantaged
populations. The author notes that each

of the four main disciplines contributing

to this area of research — demography,
economics, sociology, and psychology — has
special insights to o er. But their stories
individually only contribute a small degree
to our understanding, and there remains a
need for theories that incorporate a richer
array of influences and interactions between
influences.

Fein notes the immediate need to integrate
research perspectives from psychology with
those of the other disciplines. Until recently,
psychologists paid litle atention to how
external factors influenced interaction, and
thus were ill-equipped to explain variation
in interaction across couples. For their part,
demographers, economists, and sociologists
have found a wide variety of external factors
to be associated with union outcomes,

but have not made as much progress in
illuminating the mechanisms by which these
correlations arise.

The emerging federal marriage initiatives,
Fein writes, have created an urgent need

to accelerate the integration of these

di erent perspectives and methods. The
government’s interest in relationship skills
education, in particular, poses fundamental
questions for basic and applied research on
union determinants.

To what degree will external conditions
related to poverty constrain couples’ abilities
to acquire and apply new relationship
skills? And to what degree do external
forces compete with internal dynamics

in determining overall relationship
satisfaction and stability? Which external
factors are important, and how do they

a ect the specific processes driving couples’
relationships?

The type of research required to answer
those questions — work that explicitly
investigates the linkages between external
circumstances and specific relationship
processes — may be especially pertinent to
understanding how a variety of di erent
aspects of socioeconomic disadvantage may
a ect relationship outcomes.

Fein cites the recent literature on stress

and marital relationships as an important
example of work that brings extrinsic and
intrinsic factors together. Research has
established that disadvantaged persons
experience higher levels of stress, and that
this elevated exposure explains a significant
amount of the socio-economic variation in
mental health outcomes.® More recently,
researchers have developed promising leads
on how stress can a ect couple and other
family relationships. These studies have
shown that financial pressures can increase
depression and subsequent withdrawal and
expressions of negativity in relationships.”
Recent research also is finding that stress
may interfere with the cognitive processes
and mental models required to form and
sustain positive atributions about one’s
partner.®

From a theoretical standpoint, this work
on stress and relationships is notable for
its atention to conceptualizing the key
constructs; for its progress in identifying
the mechanisms linking external events to
relationship outcomes; and for its use of
advanced techniques to address selection
and endogeneity biases.

From a practical standpoint, the stress
literature already also has important

implications. With regard to financial
incentives for marriage, the findings serve
as a useful reminder that rational analysis
is not necessarily the predominant process
governing relationships. Instead, the
findings encourage us to view the cognitive
faculties needed for positive atributions
and behavior as (1) varyingly available

and (2) competing with emotional and
physiological reactions to stress. If resources
mater because they reduce stresses
interfering with positive interaction, only
strategies that equip couples to withstand
and address external stresses will prove

e ective in boosting marriage.

The author notes that the concept of stress is
just one of many important external factors
requiring investigation. Other potentially
significant external circumstances include
education; family-of-origin experiences;
local environments; and socially-derived
norms, values, and atitudes about
relationships — gender role expectations, for
example.

Optimism for research breakthroughs in
the next decade

Fein concludes that there is good reason to
expect significant research advances over
the next decade. Emerging federal marriage
initiatives are stimulating just the kind of
interdisciplinary exchange and collaboration
needed to integrate and apply di erent
theories to understudied populations. In
addition, the federal agencies involved

have demonstrated a strong commitment to
creating a data infrastructure for research on
couples and families. =
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