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Although family life in America has become less stable over the last several
decades, the majority of the American population still agrees that marriage
provides value to individuals and society. Yet based on results from the 2018
American Family Survey, marriage and parenting fall low on the list of what
respondents considered essential to a fulfilling life. And while Americans overall
seem to think that childbearing should take place within marriage, marriage
does not seem to be as important a prerequisite to becoming a parent as are
other factors. While college-educated adults are often achieving their own
preferred ideal—gaining a good education, earning a good living, building a
rewarding career, and also marrying and having children within marriage—many
in the rest of the population (particularly the non-college educated) are not.

Most Americans agree that marriage benefits individuals and society. The survey,
conducted by the Deseret News and Brigham Young University’'s Center for

the Study of Elections and Democracy in collaboration with YouGov, examines

a variety of issues pertaining to relationships, family, and cultural and political
issues.! Although marriage in the United States might be weaker than it was

in the past—indeed, family life has changed dramatically, with fewer people
married than ever before and many children born outside of marriage’—the
results of this study indicate that the majority of Americans have a positive view
of marriage.

For example, 64 percent of respondents agreed that marriage makes people
better off financially; 59 percent agreed that marriage is necessary to create
strong families; 53 percent agreed that society is better off when more people
are married; and only 14 percent agreed that marriage is more of a burden than
a benefit or that it is old-fashioned.? Those figures represent little change from
previous years of the survey.

Furthermore, when asked about the ideal sequence of relationships and
childbearing, respondents overall said that childbearing should take place after
marriage. Participants were asked to rank their /deal relationship sequence
(including marriage, cohabitation, sex, and childbearing), as well as their actua/
relationship sequence. Although there were some differences among subgroups
regarding the ideal ordering of sex, cohabitation, and marriage, all subgroups
placed childbearing as ideally taking place after marriage.*

Despite generally positive views of the benefits of marriage, however, marriage
did not rank highly in terms of what is essential to a fulfilling life when
respondents were presented with a list of seven items.® In fact, it ranked second
to last, with only “having children” ranking below it. When asked what is essential
to a fulfilling life, the top three ranked items overall were “making a good living”
(77 percent), “gaining a good education” (71 percent), and “having a rewarding
career or job” (65 percent). Thus, while the majority of the population agrees that
marriage is beneficial, they do not necessarily view it as a priority for a fulfilling
life. However, most Americans are married or say they would like to get married.®
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http://csed.byu.edu/american-family-survey/

And when respondents who were in a relationship or had a child were asked
about what their most important identities are, they were most likely to name
“parent” and “spouse” as “extremely important” or “very important.”

It may be that this finding regarding marriage's place among life priorities is more
reflective of how marriage has come to be seen as a “capstone” of adulthood,
rather than a “cornerstone” as it used to be; whereas marriage used to be a part
of the path to achieving a stable life, today marriage is viewed as something that
should happen only after people have established their careers and are financially
secure.” Still, when respondents were specifically asked whether “getting married
is more important to me than having a successful career,” only 19 percent agreed,
while over half, 52 percent, disagreed (29 percent were ambivalent).

When it comes to having children, the American Family Survey shows that
marriage did not top the list of “extremely important” prerequisites, despite
respondents indicating that childbearing would ideally take place in marriage
when asked about ideal relationship sequence. Out of eight potential “extremely
important” prerequisites to becoming a parent, marriage ranked fourth among
women and fifth among men. Once again, “financial stability” was high on the
list—first for men and second for women. Among women, “being in a committed
relationship” (not necessarily married) was the number one extremely important
prerequisite to becoming a parent, and it was second among men. Also, among
18-29-year-old childless adults, “the cost of raising a child” was ranked as the

top consideration in deciding to have a child, followed by relationship status.®
Relatedly, a 2013 Gallup poll found that fewer Americans consider marriage
important “when an unmarried man and woman have a child together,” with
the percentage agreeing marriage was very or somewhat important in this case
declining from 76 percent to 64 percent between 2006 and 2013.°

That marriage was not as important a prerequisite to having children compared
to other factors is not too surprising, considering nearly 40 percent of children
in the United States are born outside of marriage.'® However, among highly-
educated adults being married before becoming a parent is by far the general
rule, considering that about 90 percent of births to highly-educated women are
within marriage." On the other hand, among women with less education, over
half of all births occur outside of marriage.”? Highly-educated adults, overall, are
more likely to marry and to have stable marriages, compared to their peers with
less education.®

Americans overall still appear to place value on marriage and recognize its
benefits. While the results of this study seem to indicate that the desire for
marriage has declined relative to other, more individualistic wants and needs,
other research suggests Americans still prioritize it."* Indeed, most Americans
still marry or hope to marry. However, marriage ranks relatively low on the list
of necessary prerequisites for childbearing, and the nation’s high rate of unwed
births is an indication of the disconnection between marriage and children.
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Nonetheless, as noted, there is a stark economic divide when it comes to
unwed childbearing, with the college educated rarely having children outside
of marriage, while it is the norm among those with less education for children
to be born to unmarried parents. Thus, it seems that many, the most vulnerable
American oftentimes, are failing to reap the benefits that many recognize
marriage can provide.
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