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America, Home of the Transactional Marriage
The country s̓ exceptionally thin safety net prompts residents—especially

those with less-steady employment—to view partnership in more economic
terms.
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Over the last several decades, the proportion of Americans who get married has
greatly diminished—a development known as well to those who lament
marriage’s decline as those who take issue with it as an institution. But a
development that’s much newer is that the demographic now leading the shift
away from tradition is Americans without college degrees—who just a few
decades ago were much more likely to be married by the age of 30 than college
graduates were.

Today, though, just over half of women in their early 40s with a high-school
degree or less education are married, compared to three-quarters of women with
a bachelor’s degree; in the 1970s, there was barely a difference. The marriage
gap for men has changed less over the years, but there the trend lines have
flipped too: Twenty-five percent of men with high-school degrees or less
education have never married, compared to 23 percent of men with bachelor’s
degrees and 14 percent of those with advanced degrees. Meanwhile, divorce
rates have continued to rise among the less educated, while staying more or less
steady for college graduates in recent decades.

The divide in the timing of childbirth is even starker. Fewer than one in 10
mothers with a bachelor’s degree are unmarried at the time of their child’s birth,
compared to six out of 10 mothers with a high-school degree. The share of such
births has risen dramatically in recent decades among less educated mothers,
even as it has barely budged for those who finished college. (There are noticeable
differences between races, but among those with less education, out-of-wedlock
births have become much more common among white and nonwhite people
alike.)

Plummeting rates of marriage and rising rates of out-of-wedlock births among
the less educated have been linked to growing levels of income inequality. More
generally, these numbers are causes for concern, since—even though marriage is
hardly a cure-all—children living in married households tend to do better on a

http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/09/24/record-share-of-americans-have-never-married/
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2010/10/07/the-reversal-of-the-college-marriage-gap/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/social-mobility-memos/2016/08/19/the-most-educated-women-are-the-most-likely-to-be-married/
http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2014/09/24/record-share-of-americans-have-never-married/#gender-education-and-marriage
https://fivethirtyeight.com/features/marriage-isnt-dead-yet/
https://www.bgsu.edu/content/dam/BGSU/college-of-arts-and-sciences/NCFMR/documents/FP/FP-12-06.pdf
https://www.demographic-research.org/volumes/vol19/47/19-47.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4850739/
http://www.hamiltonproject.org/charts/percent_of_births_to_unmarried_mothers_by_education_1970-2012
https://victortanchen.com/family-structure-united-states/
http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/000312240807300602
https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2016/03/marriage-poverty/473019/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/Papers.cfm?abstract_id=517662


wide range of behavioral and academic measures compared to kids raised by
single parents or, for that matter, the kids of parents who live together but are
unmarried.

Whether this can be attributed to marriage itself is a contentious question among
researchers, since some studies suggest that what really drives these disparities
is simply that those who are likeliest to marry differ from those who don’t,
notably in terms of earnings. (Other studies, however, find better outcomes for
the kids of married parents regardless of the advantages those households tend
to have.) Regardless, it is clear that having married parents usually means a child
will get more in the way of time, money, and guidance from their parents.

Why are those with less education—the working class—entering into, and staying
in, traditional family arrangements in smaller and smaller numbers? Some tend
to stress that the cultural values of the less educated have changed, and there is
some truth to that. But what’s at the core of those changes is a larger shift: The
disappearance of good jobs for people with less education has made it harder for
them to start, and sustain, relationships.

What’s more, the U.S.’s relatively meager safety net makes the cost of being
unemployed even steeper than it is in other industrialized countries—which
prompts many Americans to view the decision to stay married with a jobless
partner in more transactional, economic terms. And this isn’t only because of the
financial ramifications of losing a job, but, in a country that puts such a premium
on individual achievement, the emotional and psychological consequences as
well. Even when it comes to private matters of love and lifestyle, the broader
social structure—the state of the economy, the availability of good jobs, and so
on—matters a great deal.

* * *

Earlier this year, the economists David Autor, David Dorn, and Gordon Hanson
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analyzed labor markets during the 1990s and 2000s—a period when America’s
manufacturing sector was losing jobs, as companies steadily moved production
overseas or automated it with computers and robots. Because the manufacturing
sector has historically paid high wages to people with little education, the
disappearance of these sorts of jobs has been devastating to working-class
families, especially the men among them, who still outnumber women on
assembly lines.

Autor, Dorn, and Hanson found that in places where the number of factory jobs
shrank, women were less likely to get married. They also tended to have fewer
children, though the share of children born to unmarried parents, and living in
poverty, grew. What was producing these trends, the researchers argue, was the
rising number of men who could no longer provide in the ways they once did,
making them less attractive as partners. Furthermore, many men in these
communities became no longer available, sometimes winding up in the military
or dying from alcohol or drug abuse. (It’s important to point out that this study
and similar research on employment and marriage focus on opposite-sex
marriages, and a different dynamic may be at work among same-sex couples,
who tend to be more educated.)

In doing research for a book about workers’ experiences of being unemployed for
long periods, I saw how people who once had good jobs became, over time,
“unmarriageable.” I talked to many people without jobs, men in particular, who
said that dating, much less marrying or moving in with someone, was no longer a
viable option: Who would take a chance on them if they couldn’t provide
anything?

And for those already in serious relationships, the loss of a job can be devastating
in its own way. One man I met, a 51-year-old who used to work at a car plant in
Detroit, had been unemployed on and off for three years. (As is standard in
sociology, my interviewees were promised confidentiality.) Over that period, his
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marriage fell apart. “I’ve got no money and now she’s got a job,” he told me. “All
credibility is out the tubes when you can’t pay the bills.” The reason his wife
started cheating on him and eventually left him, he said, was that “a man came
up with money.”

His loss of “credibility” wasn’t just about earnings. He worried that, like his wife,
his two young kids looked down on him. He’d always been working before; now
they wondered why he was always home. In his own mind, being out of work for
so long had made him less of a man. “It’s kinda tough when you can’t pay the
bills, you know. So I have been going through a lot of depression lately,” he told
me. Unemployment makes you unable to “be who you are, or who you once
were,” he added, and that state of mind probably didn’t him make an appealing
person to live with.

The theory that a lack of job opportunities makes marriageable men harder to
find was first posed by the sociologist William Julius Wilson in regard to a specific
population: poor, city-dwelling African Americans. (Disclosure: Wilson was my
advisor in graduate school.) In later decades of the last century, rates of crime,
joblessness, poverty, and single parenthood soared in cities across the country.
Many conservatives blamed these trends on a “culture of poverty” that
perpetuated indolence, apathy, and instant gratification across generations.
Some, such as the political scientist Charles Murray, argued that federal
assistance programs made these communities dependent on outside help and
discouraged marriage.

Many liberals criticized these “cultural” explanations, pointing out that, among
other things, the inflation-adjusted value of welfare and other benefits had been
falling over this period—which meant overly generous government aid was
unlikely to be the culprit. In a 1987 book, Wilson put forward a compelling
alternative explanation: Low-income black men were not marrying because they
could no longer find good jobs. Manufacturers had fled cities, taking with them
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the jobs that workers with less in the way of education—disproportionately, in
this case, African Americans—had relied on to support their families. The result
was predictable. When work disappeared, people coped as best they could, but
many families and communities frayed.

Decades later, the same storyline is playing out across the country, in both white
and nonwhite communities, the research of Autor, Dorn, and Hanson (as well as
others) suggests. The factory jobs that retreated from American cities, moving to
suburbs and then the even lower-cost South, have now left the country altogether
or been automated away.

The predicament of today’s working class is no longer just about the decline in
manufacturing jobs. A study last year by the sociologists Andrew Cherlin, David
Ribar, and Suzumi Yasutake found that in places with relatively large disparities
in earnings, parents were more likely to have at least one child outside of
marriage. Part of the reason, the researchers concluded, was that these highly
unequal areas had little in the way of jobs that paid well and that high-school
graduates could get—not just factory jobs, but also lower-level office and sales
jobs. What have replaced jobs like that are, for the most part, low-wage service
jobs as janitors, restaurant workers, and the like. “The kinds of jobs a man could
hold for a career have diminished,” the sociologists wrote, “and more of the
remaining jobs have a temporary ‘stopgap’ character—casual, short-term, and
not part of a career strategy.” The result: As many men’s jobs have disappeared
or worsened in quality, women see those men as a riskier investment.

At the same time, they are not necessarily postponing when they have kids. As
the sociologists Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas have found in interviews with
low-income mothers, many see having children as an essential part of life, and
one that they aren’t willing to put off until they’re older, when the probability of
complications in pregnancy can increase. For mothers-to-be from more
financially stable backgrounds, the calculation is different: They often wait
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longer to have children, since their career prospects and earnings are likely to
improve during the period when they might otherwise have been raising a child.
For less-educated women, such an improvement is much rarer.

One wrinkle to the marriageable-man theory has to do with the role cultural
norms—whether it’s socially acceptable not to marry, or to have kids outside of
marriage—play in people’s decisions about starting a family. A study released
earlier this year, by the economists Melissa Kearney and Riley Wilson, looked at
a scenario that was the opposite of what Autor and his co-authors examined:
What happens when men’s wages increase? Do men become more marriageable
in women’s eyes, and do out-of-wedlock births decline? Kearney and Wilson
compared marriage and childbirth rates in areas that had seen a bump in wages
and the number of jobs (thanks to fracking booms) to the rates in areas that
hadn’t. They found that, contrary to what the marriageable-man theory would
predict, areas where fracking boosted wages did not see an uptick in marriages.
The number of children born to married couples rose, though births to
unmarried parents also increased somewhat.

How do these findings square with those of Autor, Dorn, and Hanson? The
authors of the fracking study suggest that the disappearance of good jobs could
well have played a crucial role in an initial turn away from marriage, as well as
childbirth within marriage. But what had taken over since then, they speculate,
was a new set of social expectations: Over several decades, Americans have
come to view marriage as less of a necessity, and more of an ideal, and this shift
has continued into recent years. Now that singlehood and out-of-wedlock
childbirth have shed a degree of social stigma, the theory suggests, an increase in
men’s incomes won’t revive norms that have already faded away.

As evidence of how social standards have changed, Kearney and Wilson describe
how people living in Appalachian coal-mining communities responded in a quite
different way to a similar economic boom in the 1970s and ’80s. Back then,
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spikes in income led to dramatic increases in marriage and the proportion of
births within marriage—the very things that apparently have failed to resurge in
today’s boomtowns. The way that most couples decide matters of marriage and
children nowadays, Kearney and Wilson argue, has taken on a momentum of its
own, one that short-term improvements in the economy won’t easily redirect.

This model may seem to focus unduly on men’s economic prospects, compared
to women’s, but that’s actually the point. Americans still on the whole expect
men to provide, meaning their worth as partners is more closely tied to their
income. In fact, what seems to be decisive in Autor, Dorn, and Hanson’s study is
not really whether men’s incomes go up or down, but whether they go up or down
relative to women’s. For instance, when competition from China chipped away at
jobs in female-dominated manufacturing sectors, such as the leather-goods
industry, marriage rates actually increased. As women’s wages fell compared to
men’s, the economists argue, marriage was more likely to lead to economic
security, and single motherhood became less attractive.

But even if expectations around gender and earnings remain firmly in place, they
are clearly changing, likely in response to the reality that, nowadays, women are
the primary breadwinner in four out of 10 families. I spoke to a 54-year-old
former factory worker in Mount Clemens, Michigan, who told me that her
husband’s resentment about the frequent temporary layoffs (which came during
slow periods at her plant) eventually spilled over into vicious fights over money.
“Anytime I got laid off, he got pissed,” she said. The two later separated. In
today’s economy, when oftentimes both partners must pitch in their wages to
make ends meet, it’s increasingly hard to see how anyone in the working class
has the luxury of sticking with someone without a job—male or female.

* * *

Does it really have to be this way? Must a job—or a lack of a job—shape one’s
romantic and family life? When I was doing research for my book, I talked to
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both Americans and Canadians affected by the retreat of manufacturing jobs,
many of whom were separated by just a quick drive across the border between
Michigan and Ontario. I was surprised, though, that unemployment appeared to
be more toxic to the romantic relationships of the Americans I talked to, who
were more likely to go through a separation or divorce following a layoff than my
Canadian interviewees were.

To some extent, this reflects cultural differences. As Andrew Cherlin, a
sociologist whose research was cited above, noted in his 2010 book The
Marriage-Go-Round, Americans tend to place great importance on both marriage
and personal autonomy, which is reflected in their very high marriage and
divorce rates (higher than in other advanced industrialized countries, including
Canada). An intensely individualistic worldview, when applied to relationships,
may make someone more willing to end them when their partner doesn’t have a
good job; the can-do, competitive values that America rightly celebrates can,
when taken to extremes, make relationships seem to be as much about self-
advancement as about unconditional love and acceptance.

At the other end of the earnings spectrum, this view of relationships leads well-
educated people to search for partners who, on some level, will set them (and
their children) up to be financially better off. Increasingly, this means that well
educated people marry other well educated people—something that has always
been the case, but not to this degree.

In discussing this trend—which researchers call “assortative mating”—in his
recent book Dream Hoarders, the Brookings researcher Richard Reeves brings up
the time a prominent Princeton alum advised current female students to snag a
husband in college, where they are most likely to find someone “worthy” of
them. The love life of a Princeton grad is an extreme example, but across all
levels of education and income, there may be more of this weeding out of
potential partners than there used to be. Finding a “worthy” partner is
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increasingly important in today’s economy, and for the working class, this
sorting would be based on employment more than education.

All that said, the difference I detected in the durability of Americans’ and
Canadians’ relationships following the loss of one partner’s job may also have to
do with how the two countries’ social policies shape residents’ views on the
stakes of being employed. Of course, some researchers believe that a strong
safety net may actually discourage people from getting married in the first place.
They point to the fact that in European countries with expansive government
programs, there tend to be lower rates of marriage and childbirth within
marriage. But it’s unclear whether the explanation is different values, or different
policies. In many European countries, for example, cohabiting relationships are
often long-term and stable, such that they look much like marriages. In the U.S.
that tends not to be the case, which suggests that attitudes about live-in
relationships, like views on marriage, diverge across the Atlantic.

My own research looks more narrowly at one question in this debate: Can certain
policies help keep working-class married couples together after one of them loses
a job? Ample support for worse-off families may keep the stresses of
unemployment, and financial problems more generally, from tearing couples
apart. In Windsor, Ontario, I met a 60-year-old Canadian man whose family
went through a difficult time after he lost his job. One day, he walked to a
highway overpass and decided he would kill himself by jumping in front of a
truck. He stayed out there, on a cold December morning two days after
Christmas, for three hours. But, unable to bring himself to carry out his plan, he
went home.

He and his wife talked things over, and he decided to get help. A local support
program for people out of work—an “action center” funded by the government
and staffed by some of his former coworkers at the plant—provided him with a
support network of peers who understood his situation. The center also lobbied
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his former employer to extend his remaining health-insurance coverage so that
he could pay for his therapy. (Even under Canada’s single-payer system, not all
health-care costs are covered by the government.) He said he emerged from that
experience with a stronger marriage and a stronger relationship with his
daughter. “Before, we didn’t have that openness, that communication,” he said.

The Canadian safety net later helped him in other ways. He took remedial
courses to get his high-school degree and then trained to become an addiction
counselor; the government paid all his tuition, which included a job placement at
the end of the program. Even when his public unemployment benefits ended, he
continued to receive income through a special program for laid-off workers like
him who had worked at least seven out of the previous 10 years. The fact that he
could still bring home a check every other week, he said, made him feel less
ashamed about not working. “Everything is moving in the right direction,” he
told me at the time. For that he credited his family, his own motivation, and the
government’s help.

While a patchwork of programs in the United States provides similar kinds of
retraining support, it tends to be less generous and more narrowly focused.
Whether one’s partner is out of work matters more in America, where the safety
net is thinner, because less of a lost paycheck is going to get replaced by the
government (if any of it is in the first place). In their recent research on the white
working class, the economists Anne Case and Angus Deaton note this link. “The
repeated re-partnering in the US,” they write, “is often driven by the need for an
additional income, something that is less true in Europe with its more extensive
safety net.”

Canada has a robust set of policies that help struggling families, especially those
with just one earner. For example, Canadian parents receive “baby bonuses,”
monthly tax-free cash benefits for each child under the age of 18, which were
greatly expanded for lower-income households last year. (America’s federal
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government offers a child tax credit, but it helps only those who have done a
certain amount of paid work that year, and jobless workers and low-income
families who don’t pay much in the way of federal income taxes receive less or
none of it.) Canadians with modest incomes also receive quarterly, tax-free
payments to offset the costs of various sales taxes. Policies like these make
having two full-time incomes less crucial in keeping a Canadian household
financially afloat. They may also make the relationships in that household less
transactional—that is, less dominated by a calculus that tallies what one partner
does for another.

Confronted, like the United States, with global economic realities such as free
trade and automation, some countries have built or strengthened safety nets to
give their residents a measure of financial stability. There’s a reason American
family relationships have been shaped so much by labor markets. It’s not a
matter of destiny, but policy.
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