
 
Figure 1. Racial Differences in Relationship Outcomes 

One Year after a Nonmarital Birth 

The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study changed its name to The Future of Families and Child Wellbeing Study (FFCWS). Due to the issue date of this 
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Background 
President Bush has proposed that $1.5 billion be allocated to 
marriage-promotion programs over the next five years. In many 
states and localities, these programs will have to deal with the 
particularly low rates of marriage among African-American 
parents. The Fragile Families study finds that at least four out 
of five unmarried couples are romantically involved when their 
babies are born, and this fact is true among African-American, 
Hispanic, and White parents alike. Yet, White and Hispanic 
parents are 2.5 times more likely than African-American par- 
ents to formalize their romantic relationships through marriage 
during the year following their baby's birth (see Figure 1). 
Rates of cohabitation are also lower for the African-American 
parents and rates of breaking up are higher compared with 
White or Hispanic parents. 

 
Using data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 
Study (see box on back), this brief examines the role of 
"marriage markets" in explaining differences across racial 
and ethnic groups in rates of marriage in the year follow- 
ing a nonmarital birth. We use the term marriage market 
to refer to the supply of men relative to women in a local 
area within age and racial groups. Past research suggests 
that one reason for relatively low marriage rates among 
African-Americans is a shortage of African-American 
males. Our research finds that a shortage of men contin- 
ues to influence marriage decisions even after a couple 
has already formed a relationship and recently had a 
child together. 

 
Data 
Our sample includes 1,897 new parents in twenty U.S. 
cities who were romantically involved but unmarried at 
the time of their baby's birth. We concentrate on couples in a 
romantic relationship since they are the ones most likely to be 
targeted by marriage-promotion programs. 

 
Our analyses estimate the effects of marriage market, individ- 
ual, and relationship characteristics on racial differences in 
marriage after taking into account differences in household 
structure at birth. To test marriage market explanations, we use 

 
sex ratios to measure whether there is a shortage of men rela- 
tive to women. We also look at ratios of employed men to 
women to measure whether there is a shortage of "marriage- 
able" men. On average, there are only 46 employed African- 
American males per 100 females in the twenty Fragile Families 
cities. In comparison, there are about 80 employed males per 
female in the Hispanic and White groups. Theory predicts that 
when alternative female partners are plentiful, men will be less 
likely to commit and relationship quality will suffer. We also 
expect that women will settle for lower quality partners when 
the pool of available men is more limited and that this may 
lower the chances of marriage. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We also test the importance of individual and relationship char- 
acteristics in explaining racial and ethnic differences in mar- 
riage. Individual characteristics include attitudes about mar- 
riage, gender roles, and gender distrust. African-American 
mothers have stronger "pro-marriage" attitudes in terms of 
thinking marriage is better than and different from cohabitation 
compared with Hispanic and White mothers. At the same time, 
African-American mothers are the least traditional in their 

F FRAGILE FAMILIES RESEARCH BRIEF 

Bendheim-Thoman Center for Research on Child Wellbeing, Princeton University 
Social Indicators Survey Center, Columbia University 



Table 2: Marriage Markets are Related to Father 
Quality, Attitudes, and Relationship Quality 

 
Independent Variable 

Dependent Variable Male/Female Ratio Empld Male/Female Ratio 

Page 2 
 
 

attitudes about gender roles in marriage; for instance, 
they are least likely to think that the male breadwinner 
model of marriage is best. Hispanic mothers are more 
distrustful of men than African-American or White 
mothers. Relationship characteristics include ques- 
tions about how well parents support one another, the 
amount of time they spend together, and how often 
they have disagreements. Relationship quality tends 
to be worse for African-American parents compared 
with Hispanic or White parents. 

 
Findings 
Table 1 shows what portion of racial and ethnic differ- 
ences in marriage can be accounted for by sex ratios, 
sex ratios including incarceration, and sex ratios 
including employment. We find that marriage markets 
have a large influence on marriage decisions among 
couples who have recently had a child together and that 
an "undersupply" of employed African-American men 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Father worked last week 7.017 ** 
(2.650) 

7.374 * 
(2.350) 

 
Two parents better than one 

 
6.020 ** 

 
5.482 ** 

for raising children (3.970) (3.150) 

 
Father often fair 

 
2.095 ** 

(2.640) 

 
3.139 ** 

(3.530) 

Notes: Odds ratios appear in the table. T-statistics are in parentheses. Each odds ratio is from a 
separate regression in which the log odds of Y is regressed on sex ratio or employed sex ratio 
controlling for race and ethnic group, where Y is one of the dependent variables listed in the left- 
most column. Two-tailed tests of statistical significance: ** = p<.01, * = p<.05 

explains most of the racial and ethnic differences in marriage 
following a nonmarital birth. The results suggest that African- 
American parents would be far more likely to decide to marry 
after a nonmarital birth if the ratio of employed African- 
American men to women were similar to the ratios for Whites 
or Hispanics. 

 
 

We next examine race/ethnic differences in mothers' attitudes 
and relationship quality to see whether attitudes and relation- 
ship quality can also explain differences in union transitions 

(not shown in tables). Pro-marriage attitudes are associated 
with transitions to marriage. However, since African-American 

mothers have the strongest pro-marriage attitudes, their 
lower rates of marriage cannot be explained by differen- 
tial values. Nor does our evidence support the theory 
that distrust between African-American men and women 
account for their lower marriage rates relative to other 
groups since Hispanic mothers have the highest rates of 
gender distrust. Finally, measures of traditional atti- 
tudes toward marriage contribute only slightly to the 
racial and ethnic differences in marriage. 

 
To understand more about how marriage markets influ- 
ence couples' decision to marry, we also examine 
whether a shortage of men leads mothers to settle for 
lower quality fathers and affects attitudes and relation- 
ship quality (Table 2). When women outnumber men, 
we find that mothers are more likely to settle for an 
unemployed father. Also, as we might expect, when 
men are in short supply, we find that relationship quali- 
ty tends to be worse and that parents place less empha- 
sis on the two-parent, male breadwinner norm. 

 
 
 

Note: Odds ratios appear in tables. Z-statistics are in parentheses. Two-tailed tests of statistical 
significance: ** = p<.01, * = p<.05 

Standard errors were adjusted to account for clustering of marriage market variables by city/race- 
ethnic group. 

Odds ratios for control and household structure variables (mother and father age, mother and 
father children with another partner, mother lives with other adults, and parents cohabiting at birth) 
are not shown in table. 

Policy Implications 
One of the key components of marriage promotion 
programs is to build relationship skills. Our research 
suggests that in order to strengthen African-American 
families, policies will need to focus on structural and 
community-level barriers as well. The importance of 
marriage markets in explaining low African-American 

Table 1: Marriage Markets Explain Most of Racial Differences 
in Marriage following a Nonmarital Birth 

Ratio of non-incarcerated males/females 
18-24 years old 6.22 * 

(2.14) 

Ratio of employed males/females 20-24 years old 10.43 ** 
(3.16) 

N 1897 1897 1897 

Baseline Model Incl. Model Incl. 
 Model Non-Incarceration Employment 

White 2.18 ** 1.43 0.94 
 (3.62) (1.20) (0.15) 

Mexican-American 2.08 ** 1.06 0.85 
 (3.57) (0.17) (0.46) 

Other Hispanic 2.05 ** 1.32 1.21 
 (3.14) (1.08) (0.78) 
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marriage rates following a nonmarital birth highlights the need 
to curb high mortality and incarceration rates for African- 
American men (thus increasing the ratio of African-American 
men to women) and the need to improve urban labor markets 
for African-American men  (thereby  increasing  the  ratio  of 

African-American employed men to women). Such policies 
may seem more challenging than smaller-scale relationship 
skills program. However, without addressing these structural 
barriers, relationship skills programs may make little headway 
in strengthening African-American families. 
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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 Web site of The Center 
for Research on Child Wellbeing, http://crcw.princeton.edu/fragilefamilies or email the CRCW at crcw@opr.princeton.edu 

This research brief was adapted from "Explaining Racial and Ethnic Differences in Marriage among New, Unwed Parents," 
by Kristen Harknett and Sara McLanahan. To download a copy of the paper on which this brief was based, visit 
http://crcw.princeton.edu, go to the Fragile Families link, click on Publications, then click on Working Papers Series. 
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Inside... 
This research brief uses data from the 
Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing 
Study to examine the role of "marriage 
markets" in explaining racial and eth- 
nic differences in marriage among 
new, unwed parents. 
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