Socioeconomic Change and the Decline
of Marriage for Blacks and Whites

ROBERT D. MARE and CHRISTOPHER WINSHIP

THE PROPORTION of people who are married and living with their
spouses has decreased greatly since the 1960s; the decline has been espe-
cially dramatic among blacks. For example, 6o percent of black women
25 to 29 years old were married in 1960, but only 32 percent in the mid-
1980s. For white women of the same age, the percentage married
dropped from 83 to 62 percent. Marriage became less common partly
because women were marrying at a later age and partly because more
women, again especially blacks, were remaining single throughout their
lives.* Higher rates of divorce and separation also contributed to the de-
crease, but in lesser measure.?

That fewer black women are marrying has substantially undermined
their socioeconomic well-being. The number of women having babies out
of wedlock has grown considerably. This in turn has been the main cause
of the tripling in the number of black families headed by women since
1940 and is a major source of the persistently large gap between family
incomes of blacks and whites.? Half of all households headed by women
are poor. Children from these families have lower cognitive abilities and
fewer years of schooling. They have less desirable jobs and lower incomes
and are more likely to be poor as adults. Daughters from such households
are more likely to form female-headed households themselves.* Thus fall-
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ing marriage rates have been an important contributor to high rates of
poverty among blacks.

In The Truly Disadvantaged, William Julius Wilson argued that blacks
have been marrying less because labor market conditions for young black
men steadily grew worse in the 1970s and 1980s. As rates of.employment
for young black men and their rates of labor force participation dropped,
he argued, the number of attractive potential marriage partners for black
women also decreased. His evidence is the decrease in the ratio of mar-
riageable (employed) black men to black women of the same age since the
1950s. This decline is particularly large for blacks in their teens and early
twenties.’

An alternative view is that the changes in marriage rates have been
caused by improvements in the economic position of black women.¢ Since
the 1950s their average earnings have increased substantially relative to
those of black men. Such changes may have led black women to depend
less on marriage for financial security, and marriage has to that extent
become less attractive and has led to greater female “independence.”

Both arguments focus on changes in blacks® labor market position,
ignoring other important changes in the socioeconomic situation of
voung blacks, especially their rates of school enrollment, which have
risen significantly since 1940. Students have lower marriage rates than
nonstudents, in part because they are less likely to be employed and,
when employed, have lower earnings. Birthrates are also high among
black students. Increases in school enrollment may therefore have also
contributed to the increase in births to unmarried women.

The total effect of increases in school enrollment on marriage is com-
plex and difficult to predict, however, because higher enrollments even-
tually lead to higher average levels of educational attainment, Additional
schooling improves a person’s marriageability, partly because it is an im-
portant indicator of future economic success. But whether increases in
the overall level of education raise the overall marriage rate is unclear.
Among women, higher educational attainment may contribute to greater
economic independence and a lower likelihood of marrying.

This paper investigates the effects of labor market and educational
trends on marriage rates since 1940. We find some support for Wilson’s
hypothesis. Changes in the employment of young black men explain
about 20 percent of the decline in their marriage rates since 1960, but the

5. Wilson (1987), pp. 84~89.

6. Espenshade (1985); Farley and Bianchi (1987); and Farley (1988).
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changes are simply not large enough to account for much more.” In addi-
tion, the earnings of young black men have increased substantially, which
should have increased their rates of marriage and offset much of the effect
of decreased employment.

Employment rates for black women have remained relatively stable
since World War 11, and their earnings have increased both absolutely and
relative to those of black men. The increase however, seems to have had
little effect on marriage rates. Higher earnings may enhance a woman’s
attractiveness in the marriage market but also decrease her incentive to
marry. Our results suggest that these effects offset each other.

Changes in school enrollment have had varying effects on the marriage
rates of young aduits. For young men, the changes have had little effect
except among black teenagers, for whom increased school enrollment ex-
plains about 12 percent of the decline in their marriage rates since 1960.
For women under the age of 24, increases in enrollment account for 13
to 29 percent of the decline in marriage rates. The effects of educational
attainment on marriage are also mixed. For black women older than age
20, higher levels of educational attainment lead to higher rates of mar-
riage. In fact, their increased years of schooling since 1940 would, in the
absence of offsetting changes, have raised marriage rates.

Three Hypotheses about Marriage

We consider three broad hypotheses about decreases in marriage rates:
William Julius Wilson’s “male marriageable pool” hypothesis; Thomas
Espenshade’s, Reynolds Farley’s, and Suzanne Bianchi’s “female indepen-
dence” hypothesis; and the schooling hypothesis.

The Supply of Marriageable Men

The current and prospective economic statuses of men have always
influenced their position in the marriage market.® When economic pros-
pects are poor, marriages occur later and less frequently.” Economic de-
privation may also increase rates of separation and divorce. Since World
War Il the socioeconomic position of blacks has improved both abso-
lutely and relative to that of whites in terms of educational attainment,

. Our results are similar to those of Eliwood and Rodda (1990), who use different data
and methods.

8. England and Farkas (1986).
9. Hajnal (19653).
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higher rates of divorce, although the uncertainty is consistent with wide-
spread and stable marriage.

Some of these observers have also stated that increases in the economic
independence of black women have lowered rates of marriage. At first
glance the argument is puzzling; the percentage of black unmarried
women who work has remained relatively stable since 1940, except for
declines among the youngest women. For those who do work, however,
wages have increased relative to those of black men.!¢ The higher a wom-
an’s earnings and the greater her permanent commitment to the work
force relative to her husband’s, the less likely she is to remain married.?’
This finding suggests that women whose earnings are high relative to
those of their potential husbands may also be less likely to marry at all.
But although rising wages may have reduced black women’s: economic
need to marry, the higher wages may also have made them more attrac-
tive to prospective husbands.'® Whether this has indeed happened de-

pends on whether men, like women, are attracted to partners who have
good labor market prospects.

School Enrollment and Later Marriages

Students are less likely to marry than nonstudents. Those who have
recently left school may also be less likely to marry than those who have
been out of school for several years, because they may need some time to
find stable employment or a suitable spouse.'® Increases in enrollment are
therefore likely to reduce marriage rates more among teenagers and
young adults. Because women marry younger and closer to the time they
leave school, the effect of increased enrollment may be greater for them
than for men. In due course, however, rising enrollment leads to increased
educational attainment, which may make both men and women more
likely to marry because they probably are able to get better jobs.

Data

To investigate trends in marrying we used the 1 percent Public Use
Microdata Samples (PUMS) of the 1940-80 censuses and the March and
June Current Population Surveys (CPS) for 1985—87. The data provide

16. Farley (1984, 1988).

17. Espenshade (1985).

18. Preston and Richards (1975).

19. Oppenheimer (1988).
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large numbers of observations and comparable measurement. Our mul-
tivariate analyses of entry into marriage were based on persons age 16 to
-39 who had never been married or who entered their first marriage dur-
ing the vear before the census. With this focus we analyzed the associa-
tion between people’s characteristics and the rates at which they marry
rather than simply whether or not they were married, which reflects both
marital disruption and entry into marriage at an unspecified time before
the census.?® Because the 1940 census records only age in years (and not
months) of first marriage, for 1940 we included persons who entered
their first marriage when their age was the same as or one year less than
their age at the census date.?! Our descriptions of trends in marriage are
also based on the 1940~80 censuses and the 1985~87 March and June

CPS. To obtain stable estimates, we pooled the CPS estimates for these
three years.2

20. We focused on first marriages because the census provides no information on the
timing (age) of later marriages, and the determinants of entry into first marriage may be
distinct from those for remarriage.

21. By this procedure our sample included all marriages occuring during the tweive
months prior to the 1940 census, plus about one-half of marriages occurring thirteen to
twenty-four months before the 1940 census. In our analysis of marriage rates, however, we
adjusted the number of marriages to estimate an annual marriage rate comparable to our
estimates for 1950—~8o. If the marriage rate was uniform between April 1938 and March
1940, we observed about 5o percent more marriages than occurred between April 1939 and
March 1940. Thus, we deflated observed marriages by one-third, both for the calculation of
rates (table 1) and multivariate models (table 2).

Although each PUMS file is a 1 percent sample, the 1940 persons included in our analysis
were less than 1 percent of those marrying just before the 1940 census. We included only
recently married persons for whom we could ascertain age at first marriage. Age at first
marriage was obtained only for couples in which the wife was part of the § percent person
sample within the 1940 census (Bureau of Census, 1973). In the 1940 PUMS, all households
contained at least one person who was part of the 5 percent sample, but not all sample
households contained an ever-married woman who was a sample person (Bureau of the
Census, 1983). Only persons from the latter households were included in our sample. The
sampling rate for these persons was about o.4 percent.

Similarly, the 1950 census obtained information on duration of marriage only for per-
sons who were part of the 3.33 percent person sample (Bureau of the Census, 1973). Only
persons who were part of the 1950 PUMS and the 3.3 3 percent person sample were included
in our analysis. The sampling rate for this procedure was about 0.3 percent (Bureau of the
Census, 1984).

22. We used the March surveys to estimate marital status and the June surveys to esti-
mate rates of entry into marriage. The CPS provides insufficient information to permit us to
extend the multivariate analysis to the 1985—87 period. The March surveys contain com-
parable measures on earnings and weeks worked but no information on age at marriage and

school enroliment. The June surveys contain information on age at marriage and enrollment
but not earnings and weeks worked.
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Trends in Marital Status and Marriage Rates

Trends in marital status and entry into marriage from 1940 to the mid-
1980s are summarized in table 1. The percentage of married black men
has declined since 1940 within every age group. Among those 20 to 23
years old, for example, it fell from over 30 percent to just under 10 per-
cent, a result of changes both in marriage rates and rates of marital dis-
ruption by separation, divorce, and death. For black men, divorce and
separation break up far more marriages than do the deaths of their wives,
but for those under age 30, rates of divorce and separation have not in-
creased since 1940. Indeed, since 1960 those rates have declined. For
black men age 30 to 39, however, the prevalence of divorce and separa-
tion has nearly doubled.

Among black men 20 to 23 years old the share of those who are single
has increased from about 6o percent in 1940 to nearly 9o percent in the
mid-1980s. Since 1950, the percentages of men who have never married
has more than doubled among those age 24 to 29 and 30 to 39, and
marriage has virtually disappeared among teenagers. The major source
of the decreasing percentages of young black men who are married has
been the drop in rates of entry into marriages. Except for men in their
thirties, marital disruption has not reduced the percentage of those mar-
ried; the prevalence of divorce and separation has declined because the
percentage of men who are married has declined.

Trends in marital status for black women closely mirror those for
black men except that declines in the percentage married and increases in
percentages never married have occurred more dramatically among those
age 16 to 19 and 20 to 23. Nearly 20 percent of those 16 to 19 were
married in 1940; less than 2 percent were in 1985—87. These sex differ- -
ences mainly reflect the historically lower ages at which women marry.

Trends in marital status among whites have followed the same pattern
as trends among blacks since 1960 but have been less dramatic. Between
1940 and 1960 the average age at marriage fell and the percentages of
persons who were married rose steadily. In most age and sex groups, per-
centages of people currently married and ever married peaked in 1960,
returning in the mid-1980s to levels similar to those observed in 1940.
This development was in marked contrast to blacks, for whom percent-
ages of those never married in 1985—87 far exceeded the percentages in
1940. In 1940, for every age and sex group, whites exceeded blacks in
percentages never married; by the 1980s, just the opposite was true.

Trends in marital status reflect the cumulative impact of changes in
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rates of marriage and marital dissolution. For persons under age 24, a
drop in rates of entry into marriage has been the main source of decline
since 1940 In percentages of persons who are married. The marriage rate
columns of table 1 show the percentages of men and women who married
twelve months before each census and Current Population Survey. Except
for teenage women, marriage rates for black men and women of all ages
increased berween 1940 and 1960 and then fell precipitously. Among
black women age 20 to 23, for example, the annual rate dropped from
20.1 percent in 1960 to 2.6 percent in 1985~87. In the four broad age
groups in table 1, the modal age of marriage was 24 to 29 in 1960 and
30 to 39 in 1985~87 for black women.

Trends in marriage rates for whites resemble those for blacks, but the
declines are less pronounced, so that the race difference in rates has wid-
ened. Among white women age 20 to 23 the rate exceeded that for black
women by about 30 percent in 1960, but by the mid-1980s it was more
than four times greater.

If the extremely low rates of marriage in 1985~87 persist, and if rates
for marital dissolution remain constant, the relative numbers of people
who are married will continue to decline, the number never married will

continue to grow, and the number divorced or separated will continue to
decline.

Labor Market and Schooling Status of Young Adults

Earnings and employment changed substantially between 1959 and
1979. Table 2 shows that average weekly earnings (in constant 1979 dol-
lars) rose by factors of two to three. Most of the growth occurred betore
1970. Real weekly earnings were stable from 1970 to 1980, except
among black teenagers, for whom they declined. For blacks age 20 or
older, earnings growth was somewhat more rapid than for whites, result-
ing in some convergence.

Among black men in each age group the employment rate has also
declined, but especially for those age 16 to 23 and between 1960 and
1980. The decline was greatest for teenagers, although this was largely
the result of their increasing rates of school enrollment.?® In addition, the
labor market position of young black men eroded. For black women, em-
ployment rates were essentially stable berween 1940 and 1980 because
increases in unemployment offset increases in labor force participation.

23. Mare and Winship (1984).
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Employment rates for white men were generally stable with the excep-
tion of teenagers, for whom the rates have increased since 1940, particu-
larly among students. Employment rates for white women increased sub-
stantially between 1970 and 1980.

Table 2 also shows that enrollment rates grew rapidly since 1940, es-
pecially among blacks and women. For teenagers, black and white rates
converged to near parity by 1980, despite the somewhat lower levels of
educational attainment still experienced by blacks. For older groups,
black enroliment rates were less than half those of whites in 1940 and
grew to approximately 75 percent of the white rates by 1980. Rising
school enrollment unambiguously reduces rates of marriage because stu-
dents delay marrying until schooling is completed. The dramatic increase
in enrollment from 1940 to 1980, therefore, may be a source of declme
in marriage rates for younger groups.

Because enrollment rates have risen, educational attainment has also
risen. Within each period, table 2 shows that the percentages of young
persons with twelve or more years of schooling were lower for blacks
than for whites. Educational growth, however, was more rapid for
blacks, leading to narrower racial differentials in schooling in 1980 than
there were in 1940. Among women age 24 to 29, for example, only 22
percent of blacks but more than 6o percent of whites had at least a high
school degree in 1940. By 1980 almost 8o percent of black women and
90 percent of white women in this age group had a high school degree.

Labor Market and Schooling Effects on
Entry into Marriage ~

Determinants of Entry into Marriage

We estimated school enrollment, educational attainment, weekly earn-
ings, and employment status expected after marriage on the probability
of entry into marriage from 1940 to 1980. The equation reported in ap-
pendix table A-1 is based on a logistic regression that also includes
dummy variables for census year and two-year age groups. Although we
experimented with numerous model specifications, we report a single ad-
ditive model for these effects within each age group, race, and sex.**

One variable, expected employment status, requires explanation.
Marriage decisions are affected by the employment status people expect

24. We considered models that included separate effects for labor markets and school-
ing for each vear. We found no large or systematic change in these effects over time.
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after marriage. Their actual employment status after marriage is ob-
served, but this is a consequence as well as a cause of entry into marriage.
To avoid this problem, we used an estimate of employment potential
based on educational atrainment and work experience during the previ-
ous year, characteristics that are not affected by marriage. We constructed
this measure by regressing the employment status for all respondents at
the time of the census on their weeks of work during the previous vear
and their educational attainment.?

For men, both expected employment and earnings positively affected
the marriage rate at all ages, although the effects were somewhart larger
for men less than 24 years old. For example, a o.1 increase in the expected
probability of employment in the census year raised the odds of marriage
in the twelve months leading up to the census by about 2§ percent for
black men age 20 to 23 and by about 1§ percent for those age 30 t0 39.%¢

25. An equivalent view of this method is that “weeks worked last year” and “educa-
tional attainment” are instrumental variables for current employment status. This enabled
us to estimate the effects of employment on marriage, while taking into account their poten-
tial simultaneous relationship.

The measure was constructed as follows. Using a logit model estimated over the five
censuses, we predicted the probability of employment at the date of the census from age,
educational attainment, weeks worked during the preceding year, and census year. Given
the estimated logit coefficients, we predicted the probability of employment for each person.

We estimated the logit model for current employment separately for each race-sex group
and, within these groups, separately for four age categories (16 to 19, 20 to 23, 24 to 29,
and 3o to 39). The independent variables included three categories of weeks worked ( fewer
than 20, 20 to 39, and more than 39), three categories of educational attainment (fewer
than 12, 12, and more than 12 years), categorical variables for whatever two-vear age
groups were included in the four broad age groups, and five categories for year. Within each
age-race-sex group, the model included main effects for education, weeks worked, age, and
year, plus interactions berween census year and each of the other three variables in the
model.

The predicted probability entered the models for marriage as a continuous variable. The
schooling and employment measures differ in the degree to which they can be precisely
timed relative to marriage. The educational attainment of most persons does not change

berween their date of marriage and the census date. The census measures the number of
weeks worked, and earnings summarize work experience berween 4 and 16 months before
the census (for example, January 1969 to December 1969), whereas our sample marriages
occurred between o and 12 months before the census (for example, April 1969 to April
1970). For some persons, therefore, the temporal order of these measures and marriage is
unknown. Finally, school enrollment status was measured at the census date and thus fo!-
lowed recent changes in marital status. This may result in some overstatement of the effect
of school enrollment status on the entry into marriage.

26. This percentage is calculated as 100 times the difference in the exponent of
the amount due to the increase, that is, exp(B X o.1) = exp(2.179 X o.1) = 1.243,
minus the base amount, exp(B X o) = 1. Stated as a single expression this is

100[exp(2.179 X 0.I) — I] = 24.3.
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A $100 increase in weekly earnings raised the odds of marriage by about
30 percent for black men age 20 to 23 and by about 20 percent for those
age 30 to 39. The employment and earnings effects for white men were

remarkably similar to those for black men in every age group. For both
races, these effects were large.

The effects of expected employment and earnings were much weaker
for women than for men and differ by race and age. For black women less
than 5o years old, expected employment prospects had almost no effect
on the chances of marrying. For those age 30 to 39, a 0.1 point increase
in the probability of employment reduced the odds of marriage by about
4 percent. High weekly earnings during the previous year increased black
women’s chances of marrying, but the effect was small both absolutely
and relative to the corresponding effect for men. These results suggest
that for black women good labor market prospects have two offsetting
effects, increasing their attractiveness to potential husbands but making
them feel less pressure to marry.

For white women, good employment prospects reduced the chances of
marriage, and the effect increased with age. A o.1 increase in the expected
probability of employment reduced the odds of marriage by 3 percent for
women age 16 to 19. This effect increased to 13 percent for those age 30
to 39. Among those age 30 to 39 the negative effect of employment on
marriage was as large as the corresponding positive effect for white men.
It is not clear why employment should be negative for white women but
neutral or positive for black women. The effect of earnings on the odds of
marriage was as weak for white women as for blacks.

The labor market’s effects on marriage were much larger for men than
women. Both employment and high earnings raised men’s readiness to
marry and their ability to attract a wife. This is consistent with Wilson’s
claim that employment is a critical aspect of a man’s marriageability. But

for a woman, labor market success may increase marriage prospects
while it reduces the economic need for marriage.

School Enrollment and Educational Attainment. For most groups,
students were less likely to marry than those who were out of school, even
when employment and earnings were controlled for, although this differ-
ence waned with age and was stronger for women than for men. Among
20- to 23-year-old black men, the odds of marriage for students were less
than one-half those for nonstudents. For black women of the same age,
the odds were less than one-third those for nonstudents. The effects -of
school enrollment were negligible for 24- to 39-year-old men, but sub-
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stantial for all age groups of women. These results suggest that although
young adults typically finish school before marriage, men are more likely
than women to combine schooling with marriage, at least after labor
market factors are taken into account.?”

White high school graduates were less likely than high school dropouts
to marry, although teenagers with some college were somewhat more
likely to marry than those with just a high school degree. Among black
teenagers the pattern was similar but the effects were weaker. The effects
of educational attainment weakened with age for men, although for
white men 30 to 39 years old with some college, odds of marrying re-
mained about 1§ percent lower than for high school dropouts. For
women age 20 to 39, greater educational attainment increased the mar-
riage rate.

These patterns suggest that long-term increases in educational attain-
ment may have contributed to declines in the marriage rate among white
teenagers since 1960, Among blacks, however, the within-year effect of
educational attainment was weak for men at all ages and for teenage
women. For women 20 to 39 yvears old, moreover, education improved
marriage prospects, suggesting that educational trends have tended to
raise teenage marriage rates.

Residual Trends in Marriage Rates. Table A-1 also shows the additive
effects of census year on the odds of marriage after labor market and
schooling factors are considered. The net effects of year on marriage re-
semble the trends in marriage rates documented in table 1. For all groups
except teenage black women, the net odds of marriage peaked or reached
a plateau between 1960 and 1970 and then declined. The net changes for
1960—80 were substantial for most age groups and were greater for
blacks than for whites. For 20- to 23-year-old black men, for example,
the odds of marriage in 1980 were only 40 percent of the odds in 1960.
Despite the strong within-year effects of several of the labor market and
schooling factors included in the logit models, the net year effects suggest

- that trends in these factors did not account for trends in marriage.

27. The large effects for women may reflect their tendency to leave school when thev
marry rather than solely the inhibiting effect of school artendance on marriage. The census
measures current enrollment status whereas entry into marriage occurs during the year be-
fore the census. The estimated effects of enroliment status, therefore, may be somewhat
overstated.
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Contributions to Change in the Odds of Entry
into Marriage

Appendix table A-2 shows the relative contributions of various influ-
ences to the changes in the odds of marriage from 1960 to 1980, the
period when most of the decline in marriage rates occurred. The break-
down is based on the coefficients in table A-1 and the means in table 2.
We omitted those groups in which change in the marriage rate was less
than one marriage for each one hundred people who had never married.

Employment and Earnings. The downward trend in the expected
probability of employment was an important component of the decrease
in marriage rates for black men of every age group. For those age 20 to
23, who experienced the largest change in marriage rates, about 20 per-
cent of the decrease in the odds of marriage was attributable to trends in
employment. However, a significant part of the change engendered by
declining employment rates was offset by growth in real earnings be-
tween 1960 and 1980. Indeed, for men age 30 to 39, earnings growth did
more to increase marriage rates than reduced employment did to reduce
them. The overall effect of labor market trends on the marriage rates of
black men was modest.

The contribution of labor market changes to the marriage rates of
white men was even smaller. For 20- to 23-year-olds, employment ac-
counted for about 14 percent of the decline in the odds of marriage but
was entirely offset by growth in average earnings. For 24- to 29-year-olds,
employment changes had no effect; the growth in earnings, however, im-
plied significant increases in the odds of marriage.2

Trends in employment and earnings among women had little effect on
their marriage rates. Labor market factors had negligible net effects on
rates for black women within census years, implying that changes in av-
erage levels of employment and earnings between censuses did not
strongly affect changes in marriage rates. For 24- to 29-year-old white
women the trend in expected employment probabilities accounted for

about 23 percent of the decline in marriage rates. For older and younger
white women, labor market effects were very small.

28. A hypothesis we have not tested is that relative earnings within the black commu-
nity, not absolute earnings, affect marriage rates. In such a case long-term increases in aver-
age earnings would have no effect on marriage rates. This hypothesis would not change our
conclusions about the importance of trends in employment.
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Overall, employment trends had relatively small effects on changes in
rates of marriage. About 20 percent of the changes in marriage rates for
black men from 1960 to 1980 are attributable to decreasing employment
rates, but much of this change was offset by increased earnings. For black
women and whites, employment effects were negligible.

School Enrollment and Educational Attainment. Table A-2 shows
that increases in school enrollment and educational attainment ac-
counted for little of the trend in marriage for men. For black teenage men,
about 12 percent of the small decline in marriage rates was due to rising
enrollment, but enrollment and attainment did not affect marriage trends
in other groups. For women, however, school enrollment trends were im-
portant to the decrease in rates of marriage. For black women younger
than age 24 and white women younger than 30, between 13 and 29 per-
cent of the decline in marriage rates was due to increased school enroli-
ment. For women older than 24, however, growth in educational attain-
ment seems to have led to large increases in rates of marriage. Among
black women age 24 to 29, for example, increases in educational attain-
ment completely offset other changes in schooling and the labor market
that might have accounted for the decline in marriage rates.

Women’s marriage trends are more responsive to changes in enroli-
ment and educational attainment than the corresponding trends for men
because women typically marry earlier and marriage and schooling are
more likely to be competing activities. Long-term growth in their enroll-
ment rates and educational attainment, therefore, is more likely to alter
the marriage behavior of women than of men.

Taken together, the labor market and schooling factors considered
here accounted for only modest portions of the decline in marriage rates
between 1960 and 1980. The significant residual changes for all ages of
both black and white men and women indicate that changes in marriage
rates were largely the result of factors not measured in the census.?

29. For example, we have relied on a simple specification of labor market effects on
marriage. But work experience, wage history, occupational position, local labor market con-
ditions, and other elements that we have not included may also have had effects. In addition,
a person’s propensity to marry is affected not only by his or her own traits but also those of
potential partners. The absolute and relative frequencies of potential partners with varying
labor market prospects may affect rates of marriage. But given the modest and sometimes
offsetting effects of those aspects of employment and earnings that we have measured, ad-
ditional labor market factors are unlikely to affect marital trends significantly.
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Conclusion

Our results suggest that socioeconomic factors cannot account for the
drastic decreases in marriage rates during the past thirty years. It is nec-
essary therefore to seek alternative explanations. Compared with their
counterparts a generation ago, young people of both races now come of
age much more uncertain about their future family life. Successive co-
horts of voung adults are increasingly likely to have been raised in un-
stable or disrupted marriages, and they themselves face higher probabili-
ties of divorce. They are more likely to cohabit without marrying, to want
few children or perhaps none, and to consider the separation of child-
bearing from marriage as feasible and socially acceptable. Therefore
young adults may be more likely to view marriage with apprehension and
skepticism. Each of these trends is interdependent with downward trends
in rates of marriage and in itself requires explanation. But taken together
they create a climate of expectations that may contribute to further de-
creases in marriage rates. Labor market conditions are catalysts for
changes in marriage and family life, but a fuller understanding of mar-
riage trends requires attention to the way that family trends, once set in
motion, may continue by their own momentum.
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