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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.   
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