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Abstract

Marriage has long been associated with a wide range of positive outcomes for children.
In response, policies are aimed at promoting marriage among unmarried parents. It is unknown,
however, whether marriage in response to a child is associated with the same benefits for
children as marriage prior to conception. We use data from the Fragile Families Study
(N=3,068) to examine the association between children’s behavioral problems at age three and
the timing of their biological parent’s marriage relative to conception. We examine the extent to
which maternal background characteristics, economic resources, and relationship quality and
commitment mediate the association between parents’ marriage timing and child behavior.
Results show that marrying in direct response to pregnancy is associated with similar outcomes
as marriage prior to conception, yet marriages that occur after the child’s first birthday are not
associated with any benefits for children.



Extended Abstract

Research has repeatedly shown that marriage is associated with a wide range of positive
outcomes for children. Why marriage matters for children and whether it is equally beneficial for
all children is less clear. Specifically, we do not know whether marriage in response to a child is
associated with the same benefits for children as marriage that occurs prior to conception.

Marriage prior to childbearing may be more beneficial for children because these couples
have higher level of resources and commitment compared to unmarried parents; advantages
associated with positive child outcomes. It is likely that these advantages are driven both by
positive selection into marriage and the accrual of benefits from the marriage per se. Because
these advantages also predict marriage among unmarried parents, then in the short-term, children
whose parents have the necessary resources to marry quickly in response to the child may be
more advantaged than children whose parents have to acquire these resources prior to marriage
and spend more time in an unmarried environment.

We use data from the first 3 waves of the Fragile Families Study (N=3,068) to examine
aggressive and anxious/depressive behavioral subscales (Achenbach, 2000) of 6 groups of 3-
year-old children based on their parents’ marital status and timing relative to conception: (1)
married prior to conception, (2) married during pregnancy, (3) married within 1 year following
birth, (4) married between 1 and 3 years following birth, (5) married to a social father, (6) not yet
married.

We estimate five ordinary least squares regression models for each behavior. The first
model examines the bivariate relationship between relationship status and behavior. The second

model controls for maternal age and race/ethnicity. The third model adds in economic resources



(maternal education and household income). The fourth model accounts for differences in
relationship commitment and quality, and the fifth model is the full model.

Results show that children whose parents marry directly in response to their birth have
slightly more aggressive behavior than children whose parents married prior to childbearing.
These differences are largely explained by maternal age, and fully explained by the higher level
of income and education among parents married prior to childbearing. Children whose parents
marry after their first birthday or who marry a social father have levels of aggression similar to
children whose parents do not marry by age 3. These differences are not fully explained by
resources or commitment. Children whose parents do not marry prior to their birth have more
anxious/depressive symptoms, net of all controls. The findings are robust to controls for maternal
health and depression.

The findings imply that unless unmarried parents’ resources and commitment increase so
that they are similar to parents married prior to childbearing, their children will have more
behavioral problems, despite marriage. For many who marry after their child’s birth, even if
levels of resources and commitment are similar, the marriages are not as beneficial to their
children. These findings have important implications for policies aimed at promoting marriage

among unmarried parents.



890¢
xx[SC1
«0L1°0-
xx0L1°0"
+9L0°0-
710°0-
%080°0
¥7#0°0
x%x98¢°0-
$60°0
¢€0°0-

0
xx010°0-
«9C1°0
«0€€°0
xxSLC0
+9v1°0
810

[SPOIN [INA

890¢
#xCST1

#x001°0
[S0°0
#x06€°0"
c01°0
LT100
6200
#x1710°0"
xx981°0
*%xC8€°0
xx[1€°0
*9L1°0
[LT°0

JUUNIWWO))
+ punoidyoeq
+ d3eLueN

890¢
+0€C0
#xC1C0"
xxV01°0"
+680°0-
+810°0-

I[1°0
LT100-
[T0°0
%600°0-
xxL010
=% [LY'0
xx£0€°0
(4N
SLT'O

S90INOSAY
+ punoidyoeq
+ d3eLueN

%1 18 JUBDIJIUSIS 4, 04 G I8 JUBDIJIUSIS 4 04()] I8 JUBDLJIUTIS +

890¢
¢L00

clo
00
67070
#x£10°0"
xxV8C 0
#%xCSS0
x*x85€°0
%681°0
LT°0

punoigyoeq
+ o3eLuRN

890¢ SUONEBAISSqO
*%06C°0" juBISuO
snyd 2397109 1Yo

9391109 dWOS YOI

dd5/SH PyIoN

QwI0dUl PJOYISNOH
1IqeYOd St Qwes dFBLUIBIA

SPIY 10} 10139q d3RLLIB]N

Kyrenb diysuonejoy

YO YO

oruedsTH JOYION

OBl IION

o3ewow

#*%5LE°0 POLIIBW JOAJU
#*%8€9°0 Ioy)0 paLLew
xx (VY0 ¢IeaA 0} [IBaK
#%L9T°0 11834 03 YpIIq
+¥€T°0 Koueugaid Surmp
d3eLuRI OAISSAIZ3Y

"UOISSAIZIY sarenbg 18T ATRUIPI() WOIJ SINSAY :IOIARYDY QAISSAIZIY ‘[ 9[qeL



[0 LO0
890¢ 890¢
xx588°0 xx189°0
#xVSY 0"
xx58¢€°0"
wxxLL1°0"
*%x9C0°0-
%560°0 #x 7170
+7L0°0 %060°0
x%x£0C 0" xxCCE 0"
xxCSE0 xx89¢°0
*L11°0 *x9€C°0
+€£€80°0 #xCS1°0
€00°0- x%xC10°0"
«PC1'0 xx79C°0
191°0 +C8C0
x«¥CC0 xx£1€°0
+7S1°0 #x[€C°0
[T0°0 €00°0-
[OPOIN 10 JUAWIWWO))
+ punoigyoeqg
+ o3eLuRN

600
890¢
8Y1°0
*xCOV 0~
xxC0V 0"
xxS81°0-
xx0€0°0-

xx79¢°0
*LE1°0
+260°0
100°0-
xx8L1°0
+69C°0
xxLVC 0
+961°0
800°0

SO0INOSAY
+ punoigyoeqg
+ o3eLuRN

%1 18 JUBDIJTUSIS 4, 094G 1€ JURDIJIUSIS 4 04()] I8 JUBDLJIUTIS +

00 70°0
890¢ 890¢
910- xx05€°0-
xx[8€°0

xx9LC 0

xx091°0

xx[10°0-

xxCSE0 xxL9V"°0
#*%8CY0 #%CCS 0
*xC9¢°0 xxC8V 0
x%xSSC0 xx79€°0
¢00°0- €800
punoidyoeq o3eLLRI
+ dFeLLRIN

parenbs-y
SUONBAIISqO

ueISUO))

snd 2397109 I9YION
9391109 dWOS YOI
ddH/SH PYIoN
owIooUl P[OYISNOH
1IqeYOd St dwes dFBLUIBIA
SPIY 10§ 10139q d3BLLBIN
Ayenb diysuoneoy
YO YO

oruedSTH JOYION

or[d ION

d3ewow

POLLIBW JOAQU

IOU30 paLLIEW

€IBOA 0] [IBAA

[1B3K 03 ypaIq
Koueugaid Suunp

aArssarda/snorxuy

"u0ISSAIZAY sarenbg 158 T ATRUIPIO) WOIJ SYNSAY :I0TABYY dAISSAIdo(I/snorxuy 7 d[qe].



