Helping Unwed Parents Build Strong And Healthy
Marriages:
A Conceptual Framework For Interventions

Final Report

This report may contain external links. ACF cannot attest to the accuracy of information provided by external
links. Providing links to a non-ACF Website does not constitute an endorsement by ACF or any of its
employees of the sponsors of the site or the information or products presented on the site. Also, be aware
that the privacy protection provided on the ACF domain (see ACF's Privacy Policy) may not be available at
the external link.

Table of Contents

January 15, 2002

M. Robin Dion
Barbara Devaney
Sheena McConnell
Melissa Ford
Heather Hill
Pamela Winston

Submitted to:

Department of Health and Human Services
Administration for Children and Families
Office of Planning, Research and Education
7th Floor West, Aerospace Building

370 LOENnfant Promenade, SW
Washington, DC 20447

Project Officer: Nancye Campbell

Contract No.:
MPR Reference No.:

Submitted by:

Mathematica Policy Research, Inc.
600 Maryland Ave., SW, Suite 550
Washington, DC 20024
Telephone: (202) 484-9220
Facsimile: (202) 863-1763

Project Director: Barbara Devaney
Deputy Project Director: M. Robin Dion

282-98-0021 (22)
8785-401


http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_title.html#primary
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_toc.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_toc.html

Helping Unwed Parents Build Strong And Healthy Marriages:
A Conceptual Framework For Interventions

This report may contain external links. ACF cannot attest to the accuracy of information provided by external links. Providing links
to a non-ACF Website does not constitute an endorsement by ACF or any of its employees of the sponsors of the site or the
information or products presented on the site. Also, be aware that the privacy protection provided on the ACF domain (see ACF's
Privacy Policy) may not be available at the external link.

TITLE PAGE

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1 INTRODUCTION
A. RESEARCH AND POLICY BACKGROUND
1. Unwed-Parent Families and Out-of-Wedlock Childbearing
2. Couple Relationships in Unwed-Parent Families
3. Program and Policy Responses

B. STRENGTHENING FAMILIES STUDY
1. Expert Panel
2. Literature Review
3. Fieldwork
4. Technical Assistance

C. OVERVIEW OF THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

1 FAMILY FORMATION IN LOW-INCOME POPULATIONS
A. ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS
1. Cultural Factors
2. Economic Conditions
3. Public Policies

B. PARENTAL BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS: STATIC FACTORS
. Parent Age at Child's Birth

. Racial/Ethnic Background

. Type and Quality of Relationship at Child's Birth

. Multiple Partner Fertility

. Presence of Domestic Violence

a b~ wN PR

C. PARENTAL RESOURCES AND CAPABILITIES: DYNAMIC FACTORS
1. Relationship Skills
2. Attitudes Toward Marriage and Cohabitation
3. Education and Employability


http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_toc.html#primary
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_title.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_acknow.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_exesum.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp1.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp2.html

4. Physical and Mental Health
5. Parenting Skills

6. Kin Support

7. Religiosity

D. OPPORTUNITIES FOR INTERVENTION

Il APPROACHES TO MARRIAGE AND RELATIONSHIP EDUCATION
A. TARGET POPULATIONS

B. MAJOR APPROACHES TO MARRIAGE EDUCATION
1. Modality
2. Specific Elements or Features
3. Experience with Program Dissemination
4. Focus on Relationships During the Transition to Parenthood

C. PROGRAM EVALUATIONS
D. ADAPTATION TO LOW-INCOME FAMILIES

IV PROGRAM INTERVENTIONS TO IMPROVE MARRIAGEABILITY
A. SERVICES TO IMPROVE MARRIAGEABILITY

B. POTENTIAL EFFECTIVENESS OF A MARRIAGEABILTITY APPROACH

\% POLICY OPTIONS TO ENCOURAGE MARRIAGE AND FAMILY FORMATION
A. TANF
. Remove Categorical Eligibility Requirements
. Disregard Some or All of the Spouse’'s or Cohabiting Partner's income
. Provide Financial Bonuses for Marriage
. Ease Work Requirements on Two-Parent Families
. Provide Financial Security As Welfare Recipients Move into Work

a b~ wDN PR

B. CHILD SUPPORT ENFORCEMENT
1. Strictly Enforce Child Support
2. Inform Unwed Fathers of Their Potential Child Support Obligations
3. Align Child Support Obligations with the Father's Ability
4. Reduce the Amount of Child Support Retained by the Government

C. OTHER PROGRAMS AND POLICIES
1. Expand Health Care Coverage for Two-Parent Families
2. Disregard Spouse's Earnings in Determing Housing Assistance Eligibility and Benefits
3. Reduce Any Disincentives to Family Formation Inherrent in Child Care Policies
4. Reduce the Marriage Penalty in the Tax System

D. IMPLEMENTING AND TESTING POLICY CHANGES

VI PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION ISSUES
A. PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT OPTIONS



http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp3.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp4.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp5.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp6.html

B. PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION
1. Building Support for a Focus on Healthy Marriage
2. Providing Culturally Sensitive Services
3. Conducting Outreach and Recruitment
4. Assessing Couples and Families

C. SERVICE DELIVERY
1. Context and Setting
2. Mode of Service Delivery
3. Program Intensity
4. Staff, Background, and Training

VIl EVALUATING INTERVENTIONS TO STRENGTHEN FAMILIES
A. DESCRIBING THE INTERVENTION

B. AN EXPERIMENT: THE MOST RIGOROUS EVALUATION
1. Potential Resistence to Random Assignment
2. Defining the Intervention and the Counterfactual
3. Fitting Random Assignment into the Program's Intake Procedures
4. Monitoring the Integrity of Random Assignment

C. PROGRAM SIZE CONSIDERATIONS

D. DATA NEEDS AND SOURCES
1. Outcome Measures
2. Use of Family-Strengthening Services
3. Baseline Characteristics

E. ESTIMATING THE IMPACTS OF THE INTERVENTIONS
1. Analyzing Impacts by Subgroup
2. Dealing with Program Nonparticipation and Attrition
3. Dealing with Sample Attrition
4. Estimating the Impacts of Different Levels of Exposure to the Intervention
5. Determining the Role Played by Intermediate Outcomes in Long-Term Outcomes

F. SUMMARY
REFERENCES

APPENDIX A: EXPERT PANEL MEMBERS

APPENDIX B: SUMMARY OF PROGRAM CHARACTERISTICS

APPENDIX C: SITE VISIT SUMMARIES

TABLES


http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp7.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_ref.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_appa.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_appb.html
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_appc.html

Table

1.1 CHARACTERISTICS OF PRIVATE MARRIAGE EDUCATION PROGRAMS

VII.1 TOPICS FOR THE DESCRIPTION OF THE INTERVENTION

VIl.2 MINIMUM IMPACTS DETECTABLE BY SAMPLE SIZE, FOR KEY OUTCOMES

VII.3 SIZE OF PROGRAMS INCLUDED IN THIS STUDY

VIl.4 OUTCOME MEASURES AND THEIR POTENTIAL SOURCES

VII.5 BASELINE DATA NEEDS

FIGURES
Figure

1.1 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: STRENGTHENING FAMILIES

1.1 FAMILY FORMATION IN LOW-INCOME POPULATIONS

111.1  IDENTIFYING TARGET POPULATIONS



http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp3.html#tableIII1
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp7.html#tableVII1
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp7.html#tableVII2
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp7.html#tableVII3
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp7.html#tableVII4
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp7.html#tableVII5
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp1.html#figI1
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp2.html#figII1
http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_chp3.html#tableIII1

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The authors wish to thank several individuals for their contributions in the
development of this report. These include first and foremost Nancye Campbell, the
project officer for the Administration for Children and Families, U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, who provided support and guidance every step of the
way; other members of the federal workgroup organized for this project including
Howard Rolston, Naomi Goldstein, Brendan Kelly, David Arnaudo, and Gaile Maller;
and Dr. Wade Horn, Assistant Secretary, Administration for Children and Families.
We are very grateful for the many insights and important contributions from project
consultants Marcia Carlson, Irwin Garfinkel, Sara McLanahan, and Ronald Mincy.
The expert panel convened for this study (named in Appendix A) also helped shape
the conceptual framework that is the topic of this report. From Mathematica Policy
Research, Alan Hershey and Amy Johnson provided an excellent technical review of
this report, Daryl Hall and Lily Chin provided editorial support, and Melanie Lynch
and Donna Dorsey produced the report. Finally, we wish to express our deep
appreciation to the many program staff who took the time to meet with us and
share their experiences and perspectives on approaches to strengthening families.
Although we gratefully acknowledge the input of these people and many others, we
alone are responsible for any errors or omissions in the report. Any opinions
expressed in this report are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the
views of the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services or others.


http://www.acf.hhs.gov/programs/opre/strengthen/strengthfam/reports/conceptual_framework/framework_acknow.html#primary

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Three of the four policy goals of the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work Reconciliation Act involve family
formation. These goals reflect a large body of evidence that documents negative consequences for children
of nonmarital unions and single-parent households. Although there are exceptions, children raised in single-
parent families are at greater risk of living in poverty and of developing social, behavioral, and academic
problems than are children raised in married-parent families.

This report presents a conceptual framework for interventions that would address the needs and
circumstances of unmarried parents and provide relationship skills instruction and knowledge for those who
would choose to form and sustain healthy marriages. It builds on research indicating that the period around
the time of a child(s birth may represent a critical moment for strengthening couple bonds. The conceptual
framework therefore focuses on designs for intervening with unwed parents just before or soon after the
birth of a child. The conceptual framework is the product of several activities conducted in the
Strengthening Families With Children Born Out of Wedlock study (Strengthening Families study).

STRENGTHENING FAMILIES STUDY

The overall goal of the Strengthening Families study is to develop a framework for intervening with Cfragile
families] just before or soon after the birth of an out-of-wedlock child. Fragile families are defined as
economically and socially vulnerable unwed parents and their children.

To develop the conceptual framework, the Strengthening Families study involved:

e An Expert Panel. An expert panel comprising practitioners, policymakers, and researchers
provided input with regard to areas relevant for strengthening family relationships.

e Review of the Literature. This review focused on the characteristics and needs of families with
children born out of wedlock and on the theoretical constructs and empirical evidence related to
marriage and strengthening couple relationships.

e Extensive Fieldwork. Telephone interviews with a broad range of programs and in-depth field
research on selected programs provided useful information on programs that serve low-income
families in general and on programs that focus on marriage and relationship skills and the transition
to parenthood.

e Technical Assistance. Work with nascent state programs to encourage family formation and
healthy marriages revealed the range of issues that state officials are facing in designing and
implementing these programs.

OVERVIEW OF THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Figure 1 presents the Strengthening Families conceptual framework. It highlights the important linkages
between the characteristics of families (column 1), program interventions to strengthen families with
children born out of wedlock (column 2), intermediate changes in family and parent relationships (column
3), and longer-term behaviors and related outcomes potentially affected by program interventions (column
4).

Program interventions to strengthen families with children born out-of-wedlock are the primary focus of this
conceptual framework (Figure 1, column 2). Three general program components are considered: services to
improve couple relationships and promote healthy marriage, services to improve marriageability, and policy
options to remove disincentives to marriage.

PROGRAM APPROACHES TO PROMOTING HEALTHY MARRIAGES BY STRENGTHENING COUPLE
RELATIONSHIPS

In recent years there has been a proliferation of programs that seek to help couples avoid interpersonal
behaviors that undermine their relationship and develop positive behaviors that nurture it. The common
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assumption of these programs is that couples can be taught the skills they need to strengthen their
relationship. Marriage and relationship skills programs fall into three categories: (1) programs that primarily
involve couples in classes, lectures, seminars, or workshops, (2) programs that use couple-to-couple
mentoring, and (3) programs that start with an assessment, or inventory, of the couplesd compatibility and
relationship issues. Programs also vary by the target population served, which can be engaged or married
couples, distressed couples, new parents, and middle- and high-school students. Marriage programs that
intervene with couples around the time of their childs birth are especially relevant to a conceptual
framework that seeks to strengthen new fragile families. Most researchers conclude that although the
period around a childOs birth is often joyful, the weeks and months afterward are typically stressful and can
spawn maladaptive behavior patterns for a significant number of new parentslleven among relatively
advantaged middle-income families.

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework: Strengthening Families
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Three program approaches to intervention during the transition to parenthood include:

e Educational Approach. This program approach uses classroom techniques to provide couples with
the communication and conflict-resolution skills needed to successfully navigate the stressful period
after childbirth and to prevent erosion in the marital relationship. This approach typically includes
education on self-care and on the care and development of infants.

e Emotional/Social Support. An alternative approach for couples in transition to parenthood is to
provide a supportive context in which they can process their feelings and learn from other couples
who are also in transition. This approach takes the form of small couple support groups led by a
mental health professional. The goal is to provide a safe place for couples to share their concerns
about emerging family issues and to discuss actual, ongoing problems. Although the sessions should
not be construed as group psychotherapy, they are therapeutic in the sense that couples receive
emotional support in confronting real and present issues and in adjusting to their circumstances in a



positive way.

e Combined Approach. This approach combines the two preceding approaches. It offers an
educational component, such as a workshop, to teach specific marriage and relationship skills,
encourage the positive involvement of fathers in their infantsd lives, and teach couples how to form
healthy bonds with their infants. But it goes beyond the skills-based component to provide couples
support group sessions that encourage the processing of thoughts, feelings, and experiences and
help couples develop insight and understanding from other couples. The support groups also
reinforce the information provided in the workshop.

In considering the application of existing marriage and relationship education programs to the low-income
unmarried-parent population, three limitations suggest the need for adaptation. First, most marriage
education programs were primarily designed for and tested with middle-income, educated, and mostly white
families. Second, the programs were developed for and are primarily used with couples who are already
married or engaged--rather than unmarried couples who are romantically involved. And third, although all
socioeconomic population subgroups experience personal and social challenges, the conventional programs
typically do not address such issues as employment, domestic violence, substance abuse, mental health
problems, or other issues that can place considerable stress on couple relationships, and that are more
commonly seen in low-income families.

PROGRAM INTERVENTIONS TO IMPROVE MARRIAGEABILITY

The target population for the interventions that could be developed on the basis of this conceptual
framework is expectant or new unmarried parents. These parents, many of whom are low-income, are likely
to face a range of personal and family challenges that may act as barriers to family formation and healthy
marriages. In addition to strengthening relationships, it may be important to address such personal and
family challenges so that unmarried parents become more capable, and more attractive as, marriage
partnersUthat is, to enhance their COmarriageability.[]

Marriageability is conventionally defined as a personlds attractiveness as a marriage partner based on the
human capitallJeducation and employment history[lthat contribute to onels labor market participation and
earnings, and thus ability to help provide for a family. Marriageability can also be conceived more broadly as
including personal resources and skills that, if improved, might make one more attractive as a marriage
partner. Thus, the types of services that could improve marriageability are:

e Employment and Education Services: Employment services could include assistance with job
search, on-the-job training, job development and networking, and classes in resume writing,
interviewing, and Osoft skillsO such as the ability to show respect for authority and minimize
conflict in the workplace. Programs may link participants to such training and education services as
General Education Degree (GED) preparation, adult education, English-as-a-Second Language
classes, and vocational training, all of which can lead to more and better job opportunities.

e Assessment and Services for Health, Mental Health, and Domestic Violence. Participants
may need to be assessed for a variety of needs related to their personal health and well-being.
Services could be arranged to address problems involving physical health, mental health (including
depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, and generalized anxiety), and substance
abuse/dependency.

e Life Skills, Parenting and Child Development Education. Many programs for low-income
families offer parenting education to help participants understand the stages of child development,
develop relationship and communication skills, set appropriate household rules, and effectively
discipline their children. Life skills services teach parents how to perform the activities and tasks
needed to maintain a household and remain financially stable.



e Co-Parenting and Responsible Fatherhood. Co-parenting services focus on the ability of
mothers and fathers to work as a team to raise their children. These services encourage the
financial and emotional involvement of fathers in their childrenOs lives. They often work to instill
values[such as honesty, honor and commitmentOwhile helping the men to be responsible fathers
and role models in their communities.

The offer and delivery of any of these services to improve marriageability must be undertaken with
paramount concern that program participants not be encouraged to remain with abusers and put
themselves or their children at risk. In some cases, for example, programs will work to help victims of
domestic violence leave abusive relationships and achieve safety. For some participants, services can help
perpetrators learn nonviolent forms of communication and practice anger management. Other services can
help victims recover from psychological trauma so they can enter into healthy relationships in the future.
These services may not only treat the problem but also help to make victims and abusers more aware of
what constitutes a healthy relationship or marriage.

POLICY OPTIONS TO ENCOURAGE MARRIAGE

Most means-tested programs that provide benefits on the basis of family incomellincluding Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), food stamps, Medicaid, childcare subsidies, housing assistance, and
the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)Ocontain a disincentive for a second working adult to openly join the
family. The income of an additional adult counted as part of the eligibility unit both increases the likelihood
that the family will be ineligible for benefits and decreases benefit levels for eligible households.

Some aspects of the child support enforcement program may also discourage marriage. The large current
child support obligations and arrearages facing many low-income fathers, as well as the large share of child
support payments they make that is retained by the government, may contribute to the tension between
parents and push fathers away from their families. On the other hand, empirical evidence suggests that
states with stricter child support enforcement have lower rates of divorce and out-of-wedlock births than do
states with weaker enforcement.

Disincentives to marriage could be reduced by policy changes such as the following:

e TANF Policy Changes. Disregard some or all of the spouse or cohabiting partner(s income;
remove the categorical eligibility requirements for two-parent families that still exist in some states;
provide a lump sum payment or higher monthly benefits for married couples; ease the work
requirements on two-parent families; and provide financial security as welfare recipients move into
the labor force.

e Child Support Policy Changes. Enforce child support policies more strictly; bring child support
payments in line with the fatherOs ability to pay and forgive some arrearages; reduce the amount
of child support retained by the government; and require paternity establishment and determination
of child support obligations for all unwed, cohabiting fathers.

e Other Policy Changes. Expand health care coverage for married-parent families, disregard all or
some of spousells earnings in determining housing assistance eligibility and benefits, reduce or
eliminate any disincentives to marriage in child care policies, and reduce the marriage penalty in the
tax system.

PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT

An overall program model could blend elements from each of the three general approaches. There are two
possible paths for developing such a blended model: (1) modifying existing relationship skills and marriage
education programs to include a focus on the needs and circumstances of unwed low-income families and
(2) adding or strengthening a relationship component in a program that currently provides other services to



low-income families.

Using the first approach, program development would entail modifying marriage education and couple
relationship programs to serve a target population of expectant or new unmarried parents. One advantage
of this option is that there is no need to adapt the program mission, goals, or core service components in
order to provide couples with the skills needed to encourage, develop, and sustain healthy relationships and
marriages. Because existing couple relationship programs have typically served middle- and upper-income
married or engaged couples, however, this option may pose challenges with regard to fully reaching the
target populationCdnot only geographically, but culturally and linguistically as well.

The second option[Jadding a relationship component to a program that currently serves low-income
familiesOlis promising because many of these programs have a well-developed infrastructure and staff with
strong awareness of the needs of such families. Because such programs already serve a low-income target
population, recruitment and enrollment procedures may be less of an issue. In addition, existing programs
have organizational foundations and structures in place to deliver services, so adding new services may be
more feasible than developing a new program. On the other hand, many existing programs are not oriented
toward couples and, as a result, may find it challenging to incorporate a message about healthy
relationships and marriages into the program[dJs mission, goals, and services.

The choice of one program development path or the other may depend on the nature of the sponsoring
organizations and the foundation of existing program services on which a new program is built.
Organizations that already run programs focusing on relationship skills could modify their couple and
marriage programs to address broader human capital and service needs of low-income couples. In contrast,
public or community agencies that already provide services to low-income familiesCOwith home visiting
programs, fatherhood interventions, prenatal care initiatives, or early childhood development
programs[lcould strengthen or add a relationship or healthy marriage component to their services. The
extent to which TANF and child support policy changes are integrated into either program model is likely to
depend on the involvement of high-level officials in a state welfare agency or governors office who can
Ochampiond the new program, rallying the will and support needed to change current welfare or other
social policies.

PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION

Moving from a general program model to implementation is a complex, intensive, and ongoing process. It
involves multiple decisions concerning building support, providing culturally sensitive services, conducting
outreach and recruitment of program participants, assessing couples and families, and resolving service
delivery issues such as the setting and mode of service delivery, service intensity, and staffing.

Building Support for a Focus on Healthy Marriage. Addressing marriage poses a dilemma for some
programs and program staff, at least as they first design and implement a new program approach. This is
especially true for staff working with existing programs that provide services to low-income families. They
are often hesitant to encourage, or to discuss, the benefits or challenges of different relationship outcomes
such as marriage for fear of either stigmatizing those couples who are not married or encouraging the
continuation of unhealthy relationships.

Despite some uneasiness about promoting marriage, relationship issues are commonly discussed in the
course of many services provided to low-income families. Program staff say they sometimes discuss topics
like conflict, co-parenting, and communication with their participants, but this does not occur in a structured
way, and the use of a formal research-tested curriculum is rare. Nevertheless, the natural interest in couple
and family relationships provides an opportunity for encouraging healthy marriage, and creative ways to
overcome the resistance to this goal need to be considered. Several possibilities are:

e Provide Information on Marriage Research and Marriage Education. Many individuals are
unaware of the research showing that children fare best when raised by married parents. Others are
unfamiliar with the array of promising program approaches that could, with some adaptation, be
used to help couples who are interested in strengthening their relationships. Information
dissemination efforts could involve addressing these OOwhy[d and COhow[ questions by:

0 Providing easy-to-read and readily understandable information taken from research on the
beneficial effects of healthy marriage on child well-being



e Compiling, disseminating, and demonstrating some of the most promising curricula used in
marriage education and relationship skills programs
e Suggesting areas for adaptation to make programs more appropriate for low-income
unmarried parent couples
e Avoid Overstating the Research Findings. Presentations involving long lists of the statistics on
better outcomes for children and adults in married households can come across as simplistic and as
slights to the successes of single parents. This might be avoided if the presenters acknowledge that
marriage is not for everyone, that getting married is not a sure path to positive outcomes, that the
real goal is to improve the chance of success, and that, other things being equal, a healthy marriage
gives parents and children a better chance of success in many spheres of life.

e Engage in Strategic Planning Discussions. It takes time and open dialogue to address initial
resistance to the idea of healthy marriage as a program goal. Reaching out to key state and local
agencies and community leaders (especially those involved with domestic violence issues),
convening community or statewide meetings or workshops to discuss the role of healthy marriage
promotion in a public program, and contacting other states or community organizations that are
operating marriage initiatives are some ways to start and sustain the dialogue needed for buy-in.

e Provide Staff Training. The reluctance to promoting healthy marriage sometimes emanates from
an inadequate understanding on the part of program staff about the nature of relationship education
services or the conditions under which services would be provided. Staff may be concerned about
the risk of encouraging individuals to remain in unhealthy relationships, or they may fear that the
new initiative will require that they push marriage for particular couples. Investing in staff training
may help to alleviate these and other staff concerns by presenting information on the content of the
intervention and the circumstances under which couples would be eligible.

e Tailor the Intervention. Staff may be less resistant to marriage education and relationship skills
instruction in programs in which client needs are assessed and services are tailored to them. In
particular, unmarried parents in an abusive relationship and very young unmarried parents might
need a different set of services to address their needs.

Providing Culturally Sensitive Services. Participants are more interested and motivated to participate in
services that are sensitive to their culture and community. Culturally appropriate programs seek to
understand the attitudes and values of the population being served and to integrate aspects of that culture
into services. Programs do this in a variety of ways, including incorporating traditions and cultural teachings
in curricula, hiring staff of similar backgrounds, and using cultural themes in program materials.

Conducting Outreach and Recruitment. Enrolling individuals in programs is often a major challenge
faced by program staff. Even if a program is mandatory, eligible individuals in the target population need to
be aware of their need for program services and the likelihood that the program services will benefit them.
Much can be learned from the outreach strategies already used by some programs.

It may be easier to address outreach and recruitment issues if relationship services are being added to
programs that already serve the target population. For example, programs focusing on early childhood
development or those serving pregnant and postpartum women already have the infrastructure and a client
base from which to recruit participants for additional services.

Assessing Couples and Families. Assessing the needs and circumstances of low-income unmarried
parents can be critical to providing them with relevant services, including marriage and relationship
education. Personal and family problems can act as barriers to stable and healthy relationships. They also
have the potential to complicate the provision of services. In most cases, assessments could be used to
tailor services to couple needs; in other cases, these assessments may screen individuals away from
services that would not be relevant to them.



Service Delivery Issues. Programs developed to strengthen families will need to address the following
service delivery issues:

e Context and Setting for Service Delivery. Settings that could serve as a base for service
delivery are health care clinics and programs, welfare programs, early childhood education settings,
faith-based programs, and community-based organizations.

e Mode of Service Delivery. Possible modes of service delivery are classes, lectures, seminars, or
workshops; home visits; or support groups.

e Program Intensity. Programs often face a trade-off between providing fewer services to more
people or providing more services to fewer people. Services can be considered as low, moderate, or
high in intensity, depending on their frequency and duration, participants[] exposure to the
program, and extent of interaction between participants and program staff.

e Program Staffing and Training. Hiring and training high-quality staff to implement the program
is key. Individuals who implement relationship and marriage education programs must be trained
and certified in the use of the program[ls curriculum. One of the most important characteristics that
staff must have is an understanding of and a sensitivity to the needs and challenges facing the
service population with which they are working.

PROGRAM EVALUATION: DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS

To provide policymakers and other stakeholders with the most defensible evidence of the effectiveness
of the interventions, evaluations should be based on random assignment, have a sample of families that
is large enough so that policy-relevant impacts can be detected, collect a wide variety of outcome data,
and follow the study families long enough to detect long-term impacts.



CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

The Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 (PRWORA) is well known for
seeking to reduce welfare dependency by requiring recipients to work toward self-sufficiency and by
imposing time limits and sanctions for noncompliance. Less well known are the legislation’s explicit
provisions to promote the formation and maintenance of two-parent families, to reduce out-of-wedlock
births, and to promote healthy marriage as a way to improve the economic self-sufficiency of low-income
families. In fact, three of the four goals of PRWORA involve family formation. These goals reflect a large
body of evidence that children of nonmarital unions and in single-parent households do not fare as well as
children who live in married, two-parent households.

The Administration for Children and Families (ACF) of the Department of Health and Human Services
contracted with Mathematica Policy Research (MPR) to conduct the Strengthening Families With Children
Born Out of Wedlock study (referred to in this report as the Strengthening Families study). The study’s
major objective is to develop a conceptual framework for interventions that would address the needs and
circumstances of unmarried parents and provide relationship skills instruction and knowledge for those who
would choose to form and sustain healthy marriages. Building on research indicating that the period around
the time of a child’s birth may represent a critical moment for strengthening couple bonds, this conceptual
framework will focus on developing designs for intervening with unwed parents just before or soon after the
birth of a child. These parents, together with their child, are sometimes called Ofragile families.d

Fragile Families Defined

When an unwed couple has a child, the resulting family faces heightened vulnerability to a variety of
economic and social problems affecting the couple, the parents as individuals, and the child. In
particular, there is a high risk they will be unsuccessful in forming a sustained and close family unit.
Because of these well documented risks and the consequences of nonmarital childbearing for parents
and children, these families are now commonly called "fragile families."

This report presents the conceptual framework. This introductory chapter reviews the research and policy
context for the Strengthening Families study, describes the study activities on which the conceptual
framework is based, and presents an overview of the conceptual framework. Chapter Il summarizes what is
known about the antecedents of family formation and what the research suggests about opportunities for
intervention. Chapters 111, 1V, and V focus on three general approaches to interventionCprograms to
improve couple relationships, services to improve marriageability, and policy options to remove
disincentives to marriage, respectively. Chapter VI discusses program development options and
implementation issues, and Chapter VIl discusses evaluation design considerations.

A. RESEARCH AND POLICY BACKGROUND

The past several decades have ushered in dramatic changes in family formation. Although the vast majority
of Americans embrace marriage as an ideal (Thornton and Young-DeMarco 2001), many do not marry,
others are increasingly postponing marriage, and a high proportion of married couples divorce. These
changes in the marital status of Americans have had profound effects on the living arrangements and well-
being of children and families. Still, most unwed parents are both romantically involved and hopeful about
the future of their relationship at the time of their child’s birth (Waller 2000).

1. Unwed-Parent Families and Out-of-Wedlock Childbearing

One-third of all births in the United States are to unmarried women, up from less than 5 percent in 1940
and 7 percent in the mid-1960s (Ventura and Bachrach 2000). While most births to teenagers are out of
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wedlock, the bulk of nonmarital births are to young adult women over age 18. Nonmarital birth rates also
vary significantly by race and ethnicity. In 1998, the number of births per 1,000 unmarried women was 90
for Hispanics, 73 for blacks, and 38 for whites.

The increasing rate of nonmarital childbearing has been accompanied by a significant rise in the rate of
cohabitation, especially in the past decade (Bumpass and Lu 2000). Cohabitation increases the chances that
a nonmarital birth will occur, and recent data show that nearly half of all unmarried couples are living
together when their children are born (McLanahan et al. 2001). Cohabiting unions are less stable than
marriage, and the children of these unions often are ultimately raised by a single mother (Smock 2000;
Seltzer 2000; and Graefe and Lichter 1999).

The consequences of the decline in marriage and the increase in out-of-wedlock childbearing are not only
widespread but also serious for the well-being of children, their parents, their communities, and society as a
whole. Studies show children living in single-parent families generally are at greater risk for poor
developmental outcomes, less stable family structure, and poverty or near-poverty than are children raised
by their married parents (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). Even when such important family characteristics
as parents[] income, race, and socioeconomic status are accounted for, children raised in single-parent
families are more likely to have adverse health, behavioral, and academic outcomes (Duncan and Brooks-
Gunn 1997). They are also more likely to experience multiple living arrangements and to receive less
supervision, care, and contact from both parents (McLanahan 1997).

In contrast, research shows that children who grow up with married, biological parents have better
outcomes than children raised in a different family structure. On average, the former are more likely to be
healthy, to complete high school, and to become economically self-sufficient adults; and in turn, they are
less likely to be involved in drug and alcohol abuse or juvenile delinquency, or to become teen parents
(McLanahan and Sandefur 1994).

2. Couple Relationships in Unwed-Parent Families

Some of the most informative data on family formation and couple relationships among unwed parents are
emerging from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a large-scale data collection effort underway
in 20 large urban areas. Unmarried parents are interviewed and followed over time. New mothers are
interviewed in the hospital within 48 hours of giving birth, and fathers are interviewed at the hospital or
elsewhere as soon as possible after the birth. Based on data on low-income unmarried parents from the
Fragile Families study, the following research findings on low-income unmarried parents are especially
interesting:

e Most Low-Income Unmarried Parents Are Romantically Involved and Have High Hopes for
Their Relationships at the Time of Birth. Among low-income unmarried parents (those whose
children’s births are covered by Medicaid), the vast majority (82 percent) are romantically involved,
about half are living together, and more than half of the mothers think their chances of marrying
the fathers are Opretty goodd or CJalmost certain[] at the time of the birth. Most of the biological
fathers are highly involved with and supportive of the mothers during pregnancy (McLanahan et al.
2001; Carlson 2002).

e Unmarried Parents View Marriage as Beneficial for Children. More than 60 percent of low-
income unmarried mothers agree that Oit is better for children if their parents are married.[d Even
unmarried parents who are not romantically involved and those not cohabiting agree that marriage
is better for children (Carlson 2002).

e Despite Initial Expectations and Hopes, Most Unwed Parents Remain Unmarried One Year
After Birth. The 12-month follow-up survey data show that many couplesd expectations about
getting married do not materialize. In the Medicaid subgroup, fewer than 15 percent of the baseline



cohabiters had married within 12 months. About 60 percent of those cohabiting at the time of birth
were still cohabiting a year later. Couples who were OvisitingdCromantically involved but not living
togetherOwere most likely to change the status of their relationship; that is, while almost one-third
had moved in together, more than one-quarter were no longer romantically involved but remained
Ufriends (Carlson 2002).

e Unmarried Parents Have Lower Capabilities for Self-Sufficiency and Relationships. Despite
a positive attitude toward marriage, good relationship quality, and high father involvement at the
time of a birth, unmarried parents are limited in their ability to provide for a family or to sustain
positive family relationships. As documented in the Fragile Families study, unmarried parents are
more likely than married ones to have limited education, weak job experience, complicated family
relationships, and a distrust of the opposite sex (McLanahan et al. 2001).

3. Program and Policy Responses

A variety of programs and policies have emerged in response to the problems associated with out-of-
wedlock births and single-parent families. Some promote sexual abstinence outside of marriage. Others
focus on reducing teen and nonmarital pregnancy. Still others promote responsible fatherhood and, more
recently, focus on encouraging healthy and strong marriages.

Programs That Promote Abstinence Until Marriage. Some policy and program responses to the
problem of out-of-wedlock births have focused on educating teens and adults on the value of sexual
abstinence until marriage. Many states have implemented such programs using Section 510 funding of Title
V of the Social Security Act, and these efforts are being evaluated (Devaney et al. 2002).

Teen Pregnancy Prevention Programs. This diverse set of programs intended to reduce unwanted teen
pregnancies has been implemented in schools and communities across the nation. While some of these
programs promote a strong abstinence-until-marriage message, others provide sex education and
information on family planning. Numerous national pregnancy prevention efforts have been launched as
well. The National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy[la private, nonpartisan coalition formed in
19970enlists people in academia, medicine, social science, charitable foundations, the clergy, and the
media to take a clear stand against out-of-wedlock teenage pregnancy.

Responsible Fatherhood Programs. Other program responses to the problem of single-parent families
and out-of-wedlock births seek to promote responsibility among men who already have fathered children
out of wedlock. Enforcing child support, establishing paternity early, and promoting the father’s involvement
in the child’s life may act as a deterrent to additional nonmarital births. Responsible fatherhood programs
are also intended to promote the well-being of children by ensuring that they have the financial and
emotional support of both parents even if the family does not live together. To build a better understanding
of the contribution of fathers and to promote responsible fatherhood, many public and private initiatives,
programs, and research efforts have emerged nationwide (for example, the National Fatherhood Initiative,
National Center on Fathers and Families, Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics, Map and
Track: State Initiatives to Promote Responsible Fatherhood). Other fatherhood programs, such as Partners
for Fragile Families, take a [lteam parentingl] approach, encouraging mothers and fathers to work together
on behalf of their children whether they live together or not. Finally, programs designed to promote the
early development of children in low-income families, such as Early Head Start, have begun to focus more
formally on encouraging father involvement.

Public Policies and Family Formation. An additional factor is the extent to which public policies might
discourage marriage by reducing the combined income that cohabiting couples would receive if they marry.
Disincentives to marriage exist in many tax and transfer programs that affect the poor, including TANF,
Medicaid, food stamps, child care and housing subsidies, the Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC) and others
(Steuerle 2001; Horn and Sawhill 2001). While many observers agree that such disincentives should be
reduced (preferably in a comprehensive and systematic way), there is little consensus about how, or even
if, explicit financial incentives for marriage should be implemented. This question is being debated in a



number of forums across the country.

Some proposals suggest that cash bonuses should be used to encourage marriage (Rector 2000a). Other
policies that might influence the family formation decisions of unwed parents relate to requirements
associated with child support enforcement, paternity establishment, and welfare-to-work rules (McLanahan
et al. 2000; Beeson and Primus 2001; Mincy and Dupree 2000; Turetsky 1999; Sorensen and Zibman
2000).

Programs That Encourage Healthy Marriage. Many COmarriage education] programs have emerged in
recent years to prepare couples for marriage or to strengthen existing marriages and prevent divorce
(Sollee 2000). Developed primarily in response to the climbing divorce rates, marriage programs may focus
on building relationship skills, address some of the stresses associated with the transition to parenthood, or
offer marriage enrichment activitiesCoften through mentors and clergy. These programs have access to
many resources and curricula, some of which are research-based and have been evaluated. The vast
majority of marriage interventions, however, have not been designed for or used with low-income
unmarried couples who are parents.

Many states have sponsored initiatives to strengthen and promote healthy, sustainable marriages. Several
states have enacted covenant marriage legislation, which permits couples to choose to be legally bound by
more restrictive conditions for divorce. Some governors have established marriage commissions to develop
policies that support marriage and families. A number of states have enacted laws to mandate or encourage
either marriage education for high school students or brief premarital counseling for engaged couples.
Finally, a few states[JOklahoma, in particularOare designing or implementing programs that provide
relationship skills education specifically for low-income families.

B. STRENGTHENING FAMILIES STUDY

The goal of the Strengthening Families study is to develop a conceptual framework for interventions that
would address the needs and circumstances of unmarried parents and provide relationship skills instruction
and knowledge for those who would choose to form and sustain healthy marriages. The study builds on
what is known about family formation in the low-income population from the disparate sources of
information discussed above: (1) trends in nonmarital childbearing and the adverse consequences for
children, (2) Fragile Families data showing that new unwed parents initially have high hopes and
expectations for marriage, and (3) an evolving and diverse set of program and policy responses to
encourage healthy and stable marriages among low-income unmarried parents. The overall study plan is to
develop program models that capitalize on the important strengths of unwed parents with newborns,
nurturing the paternal instinct, the mother’s desire to keep a father involved in the children’s upbringing,
and the couple’s hopes for marriage. Strengthening these early bonds by helping families face the
challenges ahead may lead to healthy and stable marriage and better outcomes for parents and children.

Helping couples achieve a healthy marriage is not the same as expecting they will have perfect marriages
free of problems. Marriage experts generally acknowledge the inevitability of some degree of conflict in
marriages, but distinguish healthy marriages as ones in which partners committed to each other share a
common vision of their future, practice effective communication, and manage conflicts in a way that
prevents the build-up of chronic hostility (Gottman and Silver 1999). The kinds of interventions described in
this conceptual framework thus begin with a realistic and hopeful, rather than idealized, view of marriage.

To develop the conceptual framework presented in this report, the Strengthening Families study involved
the following activities:

e Expert Panel. An expert panel comprising practitioners, policymakers, and researchers provided
input with regard to areas relevant for strengthening family relationships.

e Review of the Literature. This review focused on the characteristics and needs of families with
children born out of wedlock and on the theoretical constructs and empirical evidence related to



strengthening couple relationships.

e Extensive Fieldwork. Telephone interviews with a broad range of programs and in-depth field
research on selected programs provided information on programs that serve low-income families in
general and on those that focus on relationship skills and the transition to parenthood.

e Technical Assistance. Working with nascent state programs designed to encourage family
formation and healthy marriage, the study team was able to discern the range of issues that state
officials are facing in designing and implementing these programs.

1. Expert Panel

The expert panel for the Strengthening Families study was designed to complement and extend the
expertise of the project team. The panel includes policymakers and researchers known for their
understanding of the following: marriage as an important social institution, marriage in different racial and
ethnic subgroups, marriage policy, and the design and operation of programs intended to strengthen couple
relationships. The panel also includes individuals with expertise in child development and a substantive
understanding of programs and services available to low-income families. Also included are practitioners
who work directly with low-income families and therefore have first-hand experience with their needs and
strengths. Appendix A lists the expert panel members.

The expert panel met twice with the study team and federal policymakers. The purpose of the first meeting
was to obtain their guidance on how to explore or otherwise handle the following: background
characteristics of low-income unmarried parents and their families, research findings and lessons learned
from selected programs designed to strengthen marriage and programs that serve the target population of
low-income unmarried parents, and issues to be considered in designing an intervention to promote healthy
and stable marriage. The second meeting focused on an early draft of the conceptual framework. Feedback
and guidance from panel members, as well as from additional experts and researchers, were incorporated
into the final conceptual framework. Throughout the entire study period, the project team consulted with
various members of the panel for their insight into specific issues or programs.

2. Literature Review

The literature review was intended to lay the groundwork for the conceptual framework and the intervention
design. The review provided background data on unmarried parents and their families; research on the
determinants of and barriers to developing and maintaining strong family relationships; information on the
range of programs intended to strengthen marriage and those serving low-income unmarried-parent
families; and evaluation design considerations. The major topics covered in the literature review were (1)
trends in marriage, cohabitation, out-of-wedlock childbearing, and the effects on children; (2) descriptive
information, including demographics, on unmarried parents and their children; (3) theories and empirical
evidence on the reasons for the decline in marriage and the increase in out-of-wedlock childbearing; (4)
theories and empirical evidence on approaches to strengthening couple relationships and promoting healthy
marriage; and (5) information on the range of programs to support low-income families and their
effectiveness.

3. Fieldwork

In-depth telephone interviews and site visits with an array of family intervention programs were major
components of the Strengthening Families study. The primary purpose of these activities was to learn about
the types of programs and services that could inform the development of the conceptual framework.

The first step in the fieldwork was to identify a broad range of programs as interview candidates.
Interventions for low-income families exist in a variety of settings and involve an array of approaches and



providers. For example, home visiting programs, maternal and child health services, early paternity
establishment programs, child development programs, and responsible fatherhood initiatives operate across
the country. Although it is rare that the primary goal of these programs is to promote healthy marriage and
strengthen couples, they could either inform the design of a new intervention or be modified to include the
strengthening of couple relationships as a more prominent goal. These programs and others like them
present an opportunity to learn not only about what types of approaches appear to work but also about the
challenges involved in implementing programs serving low-income unmarried parent families.

An issue unique to such programs may be how to engage participants and make services accessible to
unwed parents who do not necessarily live together. Many programs target the mother (e.g., Healthy
Start), the father (e.g., Parent’s Fair Share), or the child (e.g., an early childhood development program),
but not the family as a whole. One promising service delivery method, especially for cohabiting couples, is
home visiting, which has been effective in reaching young low-income mothers (Olds et al. 1999).

A list of potential programs was identified for fieldwork on the basis of the literature review and input from
the expert panel and project consultants, experts in the field, federal staff, and national organizations.
Project staff conducted in-depth telephone interviews with 21 programs, asking detailed questions about the
following: program background and goals, population served, the point in a couple’s life at which the
program intervenes, services provided, curriculum, outreach efforts, how services are delivered (e.g.,
through classes or home visits), program scale, and other aspects of program implementation.

Table B.1 in Appendix B summarizes key information derived from these interviews. All programs had one
or more of the following elements: a focus on strengthening couple relationships, a target population of
unmarried low-income mothers or fathers, and an interesting and replicable service delivery or outreach
approach. The programs could be grouped generally into one or more of the following categories: couple
relationship, parenting, fatherhood, family support, health-based, employment-based, and community
marriage initiatives.

Based on the in-depth telephone interviews, a set of programs was selected for site visits. The visits added
more detail to what was learned from the interviews, including information on how important program
elements are implemented and how they might apply to interventions designed to strengthen relationships
among low-income unmarried parents. Project staff made site visits to the following five programs, which
are also summarized in Appendix C:

e Baby Makes Three (Seattle). This program was developed by Dr. John Gottman, a well-known
expert on marriage and couple relationships. Building on research indicating that marital conflict
often increases when a baby arrives, the program provides an intensive weekend workshop focused
on couple relationship skills followed by 12 support group meetings over the next six months. The
goals of the workshop and support groups are to (1) strengthen couple relationships and marriages
and to prepare couples for the stresses often experienced with the birth of a baby, (2) promote
father (and mother) involvement in the family, and (3) teach expectant and new parents basic skills
in infant and child development and parenting. The workshop is the skills-based component, and the
support groups are the therapeutic component. The program, based in a hospital, is now being
evaluated in a three-year longitudinal study. The population served is primarily white, middle-class,
and married.

e Bienvenidos Family Services (East Los Angeles). This program takes a comprehensive
approach to serving low-income, mostly Hispanic families, potentially offering lessons for the design
of interventions for similar families who face multiple challenges to a stable family life. It focuses on
parenting skills, father involvement, and a wide range of support services such as domestic violence
screening and counseling, referrals to employment and financial management services, substance
abuse treatment, and health education. The program uses a variety of service delivery methods,
including home visits, classes, and support groups.



e Center for Fathers, Families, and Workforce Development (Baltimore). CFWD has two
primary components: Men’s Services, which predominantly serves low-income black fathers, and
workforce development efforts made possible through STRIVE, an intensive employment program
for men and women. The goal of Men’s Services is to help men become more active in their
children’s lives; it takes a comprehensive approach that includes case management, life skills
development, and parenting education. STRIVE is an intensive job readiness workshop that
combines critical thinking, self-examination, relationship building, affirmation, practical skill
development, and two years of post-graduation monitoring and assistance in job retention and
advancement.

e Children First (Tulsa). Children First is a nurse home visitation program for mothers who have
little financial or social support and are expecting to deliver and parent their first child. Public health
nurses conduct home visits during pregnancy and in the first two years of the child’s life. The nurses
use well-developed program protocols during these years, following a schedule of weekly, biweekly,
and, eventually, monthly visits. They focus on the personal health of the mothers and children, the
maternal role, personal sources of support, and accessing community resources.

e Prevention and Relationship Enhancement Program. The Prevention and Relationship
Enhancement Program (PREP®) teaches couples skills and strategies for effective communication,
problem-solving, and conflict management, typically over a six-week period. The idea is to prevent
dissatisfaction, distress, and ultimately, divorce. PREP can be deployed in a variety of settings by a
diverse group of individuals, including educators, counselors, clergy, mental health professionals, or
lay leaders. Typical clients include married couples and those planning to marry. The program'’s five
main objectives are (1) to develop and guide the practice of constructive communication and
conflict resolution skills, (2) to clarify and modify relationship beliefs and expectations, (3) to
promote and sustain fun, friendship, and spiritual connection in intimate relationships, (4) to
develop an agreed-upon set of ground rules for handling disagreements and conflict, and (5) to
develop skills to enhance and maintain commitment.

4. Technical Assistance

State and local governments are increasingly developing and implementing policies, programs, and services
to address or promote healthy marriage through their welfare and child support enforcement systems. An
important component of the Strengthening Families study is to provide technical assistance to these
agencies in designing programs and implementing systems to track outcomes related to these initiatives.
Although technical assistance varies, it typically includes compiling and distributing relationship skills and
marriage curricula, guidance in program design, advice on data collection needs, analyzing state survey
data, conducting focus groups, and participating in research advisory panels. The technical assistance
activities have also been valuable to the study team, building its understanding of how the goal of
promoting healthy marriage is being interpreted and discussed by state and local government agencies and
community-based organizations.

C. OVERVIEW OF THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The four study tasks described abovellexpert panel, literature review, in-depth fieldwork, and technical
assistancedform the basis for the conceptual framework explained in the following chapters. Figure 1.1
summarizes the Strengthening Families conceptual framework. This framework highlights the important
linkages between family background (column 1), program interventions designed to strengthen families
with children born out of wedlock (column 2), intermediate changes in family and parent relationships
resulting from these interventions (column 3), and longer-term behaviors and related outcomes potentially



affected by the interventions (column 4).

Antecedents of Family Formation and Child Well-Being (Column 1). The first component of the
conceptual frameworkwhich is the focus of Chapter Il of this report[]consists of the key antecedents of
the longer-term outcomes of family formation and child well-being. These antecedents were identified
through a review of the literature on the background characteristics and circumstances of families with
children born out of wedlock. They may include, for example, demographic characteristics, the type and
quality of the parental relationship, and multiple partner fertility. They also include parents] skills,
attitudes, and expectations with respect to marriage and relationships as well their employability, physical
and mental health, and parenting behavior. The antecedents of family formation also involve aspects of the
broader environment, including the unemployment rate, cultural attitudes, and public policies such as the
rules and benefits associated with public assistance, child support enforcement, and taxes.

These background factors will drive the design of program and policy interventions to strengthen families.
They may also have important direct effects on long-term outcomes, or they may operate indirectly by
influencing either program participation or intermediate outcomes, as shown in columns 2 and 3 of Figure
1.1. In addition, background factors may be used to target families for certain program services and
influence the likelihood that families will participate in the program.

Figure 1.1. Conceptual Framework: Strengthening Families
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Program Interventions (Column 2). Program interventions to strengthen families with children born out
of wedlock are the cornerstone of this conceptual framework. As discussed in Chapters 11l through V, the
following three types of program interventions are considered: relationship training and marriage education;
services to improve marriageability; and policy options to encourage marriage. Marriageability is
conventionally defined as a person’s attractiveness as a marriage partner based on the human
capitalCJeducation and employment history[Jthat contribute to one’s labor market participation and
earnings. Chapter VI of this report discusses several key implementation issues: building support for a focus
on healthy marriage, cultural sensitivity, outreach and recruitment of program participants, and assessing
couples and families. That chapter also covers important service delivery features, including the context and



setting, the mode of delivery, the duration and intensity of program services, and program staffing.

Outcomes of Program Interventions (Columns 3 and 4). Participation in programs to strengthen
families is expected to influence the longer-term outcomes of child and parent well-being through effects on
intermediate outcomes (column 3) or directly (column 4). As discussed in Chapter VII, intermediate
outcomes include healthy marriage, stronger relationships between parents, a more stable family structure,
increased father involvement and cooperation in childrearing, better parenting skills and parent-child
relationships, and improved family functioning. Long-term outcomes involve child and parent well-being,
reduced out-of-wedlock childbearing, and greater family self-sufficiency. Building on the conceptual
framework, Chapter VII presents an evaluation strategy for estimating the effects of a broad range of
program and policy interventions on outcomes. The recommended evaluation strategy includes a
comprehensive implementation analysis and an impact analysis. Together, these two components would
provide information on how programs are implemented; descriptive information on the programs[] target
population, participants, and nonparticipants; and an estimate of the impacts of program and policy
interventions on family formation and child well-being.



CHAPTER 11

FAMILY FORMATION IN LOW-INCOME POPULATIONS

Interventions that seek to directly affect family relationships should be grounded in a thorough understanding of the context
and circumstances under which parents decide to marry, cohabit, or live alone, and of how these choices impact their
children. A large body of research shows family structure matters for childrens well-being and development (McLanahan
and Sandefur 1994; Duncan and Brooks-Gunn 1997; Amato 2001; Amato and Rivera 1999). Even after taking low income
into account, findings show single parenting still contributes to lower educational attainment and more behavioral and
psychological problems in children (McLanahan 1997). This chapter discusses factors of particular relevance to the formation
and positive development of low-income families and their children, with the aim of identifying the most promising areas for
intervention.

Children develop within a complex Oecosystem of direct and indirect influences (Bronfenbrenner 1986). Figure 11.1 displays
some of these influences, with an emphasis on family-level factors because they are the predictors of most interest in this
conceptual framework. Child well-being is shown as directly influenced by both parenting behavior and key aspects of the
parental relationship and family functioning, such as the level of parental conflict and cooperation. In turn, parenting and
family functioning are related to the quality, stability, and structure of the mother-father relationship. These family-related
factors are associated with each parentUs individual characteristics and resources. And all of these factors are embedded
within, and often affected by, the broader culture, economic conditions, and the structure of tax and transfer policies.

Figure I1.1 Family Formation in Low-income Populations
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This chapter begins by discussing aspects of the broader environment that affect family formation, such as cultural attitudes
and expectations regarding marriage and childbearing, the economy, and the structure of public policies for low-income
families (Section A). Section B explores key characteristics that are static but nevertheless relevant here because they may
suggest how to target interventions and identify which services are needed for different populations. Section C describes
dynamic characteristics that can be improved by interventions. The chapter ends with a brief description of three broad
opportunities for interventions (Section D).

A. ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS

As shown in Figure 11.1, broader environmental factors that are thought to affect family formation fall into three main
categories: (1) cultural influences, (2) economic conditions, and (3) policies affecting low-income families. Some factors may
affect family formation decisions directly, such as societal attitudes or policy disincentives for marriage. Other factors affect
family formation through individual-level resources, such as employment and the ability to provide for a family.

1. Cultural Factors

Four key cultural factors may have an important influence on family formation: acceptance of alternatives to marriage,
gender role expectations, gender distrust, and women’s economic independence.

Acceptance of Alternatives to Marriage. In recent decades, Americans have dramatically changed their view of sexuality,
marriage, and childbearing. Studies show men and women of different racial/ethnic groups and income levels see marriage
as an ideal (Thornton 1989; Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan 1995; Tucker 2000; Oropesa and Gorman 2000; McLanahan et al.



2001). However, the Inormative imperativel]l to marry has weakened since the 1950s, and there now is much greater
acceptance of singlehood, cohabitation, and nonmarital childbearing (Thornton 1989; Thornton and Young-Demarco 2001).
This mindset is reflected in changes in family formation over time. Fewer cohabitations result in marriage than in the past,
more cohabiting couples are raising biological children together, and couples are increasingly likely to cohabit rather than
marry in response to premarital pregnancy (Bumpass et al. 1991; Bumpass and Lu 2000).

Evidence suggests pro-marriage attitudes and acceptance of alternatives to marriage, while generally strong, may vary by
racial and ethnic group. For example, nationally representative data indicate Mexican Americans are more supportive of
marriage than are non-Latino whites or Puerto Ricans (Oropesa 1996). The meaning of cohabitation[dwhether a precursor or
a substitute to marriagealso has been found to differ across racial/ethnic groups. Cohabitation appears to function primarily
as a transition to marriage among whites but does not appear to be associated with later marriage among blacks (Manning
and Landale 1996). Some scholars argue that the racial patterns in black marriage have their roots in long-standing cultural
traditions that arose from slavery and Western African cultural traditions (Patterson 1998; Peterson 1991; Morgan 1993).
Others make the case that cultural norms cannot fully explain the racial/ethnic disparities in marriage rates and that changes
in the structural supports for marriage, such as the availability of employment for low-skilled men, are more to blame
(Furstenberg 2001; Wilson 1996; Anderson 1999; Sassler and Schoen 1999).

Gender Role Expectations. Some suggest that people now have higher expectations of marriage, and that women in
particular expect more from their spouses in terms of respect, intimacy, and communication (Ooms 2002; Furstenberg 1996;
Edin 2000). Researchers theorize that these higher expectations may arise from an increasingly blurred division of labor and
specialization of roles within marriage. For example, household labor, including childrearing, now is divided somewhat more
equally between men and women than in the past (Shelton 2000).

Expectations appear to differ across racial/ethnic groups as well. Black women appear to be less likely than white or Hispanic
women to marry someone who will not provide financial security (Sassler and Schoen 1999; Edin 2000; Edin 2001). This
pattern is confirmed in new national data showing the unemployment rate for men is more important in predicting the
transition from cohabitation to marriage among black women than it is among white women (Bramlett and Mosher 2002).

Gender Distrust. Ethnographic research on unmarried low-income women suggests issues of trust between men and women
can act as a serious deterrent to marriage in this population (Edin 2001). Edin found that women in the study did not trust
men’s ability to be sexually faithful or to be responsible with the family’s money and with their children. Although many of
these women said marriage is an ideal they aspire to, they voiced concerns about getting trapped in marriages that do not
offer the benefits they expect and that they believe would only complicate their lives.

Women’s Economic Independence. Scholars have theorized that the increasing economic opportunities open to women
may reduce their incentive to marry by increasing their ability to support themselves financially outside of marriage.
However, empirical research suggests earning more money may make women more, rather than less, likely to marry
(Oppenheimer 2000; Lichter and Graefe 2001). One analysis using nationally representative data shows economic
independence increases womenUlls likelihood of marrying, particularly during their late 20s and early 30s (Sassler and Schoen
1999).

Role of Religious Institutions. Churches and other religious institutions can provide a key source of cultural support for
marriage; indeed the vast majority of weddings occur in a place of worship. Religious institutions can encourage beliefs and
behaviors that are conducive to the success of marriage, such as sexual fidelity and an ethic of sacrifice and commitment to
the relationship. Yet as some scholars point out, one paradox of religious behavior in America is that of all racial/ethnic
groups, African Americans have the highest rates of religious observance and the lowest rate of marriage (Wilcox 2002).
Some surmise that this is because many black churches have responded to the high rates of nonmarital childbearing in their
congregations by downplaying pro-marriage norms (Anderson, Browning and Boyer 2002; Wilcox 2002).

2. Economic Conditions

Researchers suggest that falling or stagnant wages and rising unemployment among low-skilled men may be contributing to
a shortage of marriageable men, especially in black communities, and that this has contributed to the decline in marriage
rates (Wilson 1987). Employed adults are more likely to marry; in one study, single black men who were steadily employed
were twice as likely to marry as single black men who were not in school or working (Testa and Krogh 1995). Moreover, the
relationship between economic factors and marriage has been found to be stronger for blacks and Hispanics than for whites
(Tucker and Mitchell-Kernan 1995), and the relationship between marriage and employment may be growing stronger over
time (Testa and Krogh 1995).



Recently released data confirm that community-level economic conditions are linked with marital stability. An analysis of
national longitudinal data using five different indicators of community-level socioeconomic status (male unemployment rate,
median family income, percent of families below poverty, percent of households receiving public assistance, and percent of
college-educated adults) consistently shows community affluence was strongly associated with the stability of marriages and
cohabitations, while community impoverishment was not conducive to these outcomes (Bramlett and Mosher 2002).

3. Public Policies

Many tax and transfer policies that affect low-income families include disincentives to marriage. Most means-tested programs
base benefits on combined family income. Hence, a woman who marries a man with earnings (whether or not the man is her
child’s biological father) may suffer a reduction in a wide variety of benefits, including TANF, food stamps, Medicaid, housing
assistance, and child care subsidies. A woman who does not marry but lives with the father of her child also is subject to
these disincentives, but the disincentives to cohabitation are not as strong because it is easier not to report a cohabiting
partner than to not report a spouse. Moreover, living with someone who is not the child’s father may not reduce public
benefits at all. Disincentives to marriage can be substantial; in Oklahoma, parents who cohabit but do not report their
cohabitation may have total income (earnings and benefits) of up to twice that of married couples with the same earnings
(Hepner and Reed 2002).

B. PARENTAL BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS: STATIC FACTORS

A wide variety of personal-level factors are associated with family formation. It is useful to consider these as either static
factors, those that are relatively difficult or impossible to change through a direct-service intervention, and dynamic factors,
those that are more amenable to change. This general logic has been used by developers of a variety of programs for families
(e.g., Stanley 2001) and is useful in both determining the target population and the types of services that would be most
beneficial for different populations. Figure I1.1 shows some background characteristics of the mother and father that strongly
influence family formation and that are static. These factors include the parents] age when their child was born, their
racial/ethnic backgrounds, whether they have another child or children by different partners, the nature of their relationship
and plans for marriage when the child is born, and experiences of domestic violence.

1. Parent Age at Child's Birth

Many nonmarital births occur to teenagers; in the Fragile Families study, 29 percent of unmarried parents were 19 or
younger when their children were born (Carlson 2002). These parents were less likely than older parents to marry one
another. Moreover, couples who first marry before age 20 are more likely to divorce than people who first marry between 20
to 23 (Johnson et al. 2002). Researchers surmise that because adolescents have not yet matured, they are less prepared to
assume the responsibilities of marriage (Booth and Edwards 1985).

2. Racial/Ethnic Background

Racial/ethnic differences exist in marriage patterns, family structure, and family formation. For example, among welfare
recipients, more than 82 percent of blacks have never married compared with 45 percent of whites and 58 percent of
Hispanics (Jacobson 2002). However, research is inconclusive about whether these racial/ethnic