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Marriage Works. Or

Does it?
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By Chance or By |z it fairto say .."

Choice "Probably not "

A kocal mmaker axplores

E"".f'd', Trssbed LD-J,,;JE, e "z it fair to say that you wart kids to trust vou, to believe you when you
R PR R tell them that marriage works?"

cufiure

"Mo," he zavs. "l azk them to believe the factz, the fact that married
people earn more money and their kids do better in 2chool

The man who hopes that the children of Baltimore City will believe iz
Harald "Hal" Donofrio, president and CEO of Campaign for Our Children,
the nonprofit organization that crested the "Marriage Works" campaign.
You've probably zeen the billboards: a couple on their wedding day,
beaming in white gown and black tuxedo, Marvied people earn tvore
What I'm Reading money, Wids of marvied parents do beller in school; Marvied people
s L e S erioy belter healtlhy and alvways the tagline Marviage Viorks.

In Review

Resources

e e R A T Campaign for Cur Children began in 1987, Donofrio, already a

Eye to Eye well-establizhed advertizing executive in Baltimore, was approached
SR e LR S by & local coaltion interested in addres sing the very high rate of
Masthead teen pregnancy inthe city. He agreed to work with them, set up the

ST I e s e nongproft, and for the past two decades he and hiz agency have been
wading & major media wwar on minor s having children. You've probakly
zeen thesze hilboards az well; Virgin: Teach volr kids s not 5 divty
weord: Ldont give & up, and e ot giving i Talk weith vour kids ahowt
sEX. EYeryone elseis.

The "Marriage Works" campaign , according to Donofrio, was the logical
next step inthe effort to reduce hirths to unmarried teen mothers. "l

am & practical man, & buzinesz man. | have an economic axe to grind.
We could not continue to suppor the epidemic teen pregnancy and
out-of-wedlock hirth] stustion we were zeeing in 1957 in Baltimore, " he
zavs. "If we were in Hitler's Germany, we wwould sterilize a generation
and focus education on very young children to break the cycle. But
we're not. We're more civilized than that.

"t was a personal decizion to move on to marriage " says Donofrio,
weho believes that people who expect to mar ey will use better judament
regarding their sexual activity as teenz. "Prevertion over cure," he
addz, referring to hiz goal of preventing out-of-wedlock hiths instead
of "curing" families with welfare dollars after the crizis has occurred.
Donofio's marriage-focused directive iz actually part of a larger national
trend. The "Marriage Works" campan and other pubic service intiatives
like it hawve become increasingly common, particulady in low-income
communities. The guestion is: Iz it reasonable to suggest marriage as
the =olution to social and economic prokiemsy And if it iz, are media
campains the way to do it?

Marriage-promation intistives had their genesis in the welfare reform
efforts of the 104th Congress in 1996, The act, referred to as the
"Perzonal Responsikility and Work Opportunity Beconcilistion Act of
1996 " declared marriage a major weapon inthe war on poverty. it
statez, "The Congress makes the following finding=: (1) Marriage is
the foundation of & successful zociety. (21 Marriage iz an essential
institution of & successtul 2ociety which promaotes the interests

of children.”

In zection 912 of thiz legizlstion, money iz allotted to "provide abstinence
education, and at the option of the State, where appropriste, mentoring,
counzeling, and adult zupervizion to promote abstinence from zexual
activity, wwith a focuz on those groups wwhich are most likely to bear
children out-of-wedlock " According to the legizlation, the education

will teach that "abstinence from zexual activity outzide marriage [iz]

the expected standard for all zchool age children," and "sexual activiy
outzide of the context of marriage iz likely to have harmful peychological
and phyzical effectz” In 2003, theze intistives were revizited by the
Congress and reaffirmed, cementing the poltical and financial support
of marriage az the ideal family structure.

Mot zurprizingly, thiz shift in welfare policy has been accompanied by
zignificant debate and dizagresment. According to & 2002 report called
Let Them Eat WYedding Rings, by Donan Zolot and Marzhall Miler of the
Afternatives o Marriage Projed, "The Heritage Foundstion recommends
zpending at kast ten percent of federal welfare funds (about $1.5 hillion
per vear] to promote marriage," induding media advertizing campaigns.
The report goes onto zay, "The diversion of funds from poverty-fighting
programs (2uch as job training or food stamps) into pro-mariage media
campaigns and incentives eclipzes the real needs of Ameticans in
poverty"

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of the Solot-Miler paper iz itz
analyziz of dher industrialized courtries and the "marriage-poverty link "
The report states, "The country-to-country comparizons ... show how
little correlation there iz betwesn marriage rates and child poverty, and
between hiths to unmarried parents and child poverty ... Sweden's
child poverty rate iz seven times lower than the rate in the 5., despite
the fact that the majority of bahies there are born to unmarried parents.

"Despte [the] high rate of marriage (and remarriage) [n the .5.], our
percertage of children in poverty iz the second highest of the 21
countries conzsidered. | iz four to zix tines higher than the countries
weith the lovvest marriage rates." Al the studies that support and dizpute
Congress' legislation ook at correlations, not causes . Correlations are
things that happen togather; causes are things that make ather things
happen. "Here's howe vou could easily establizh causs " zavs Ancrew
Cherln, & zociologig and author at Jobns Hopkins University and a
membet of the Council on Cortemporary Families, regarding the difficulty
in deternining marriage's benefiz. "Take a random zample inthe LS. and
azzign half of them to marry and prohibit the other half from marrying,
and then study them. But snce you can't dothat, it's very hard to say"

Stephanie Coontz, author of Marriage, & History: How Love Conguered
Marriage and this izzue's quest editor, tends to agree. "People are
thinking of a very simplistic solution that rushes people into marriages.
When we can get people into good marriages, that's a reazonable thing
and a good benefit, but martiage is no one-zize-fitz-all solution to the
challenges of poverty or rearing heatthy childeen

Proponents of the government's marriage intistives agree that hillboards
are not going to fix the problems of poverty and broken families, they alzo
agree that more rezearch is important.

"People have unreazonable expectationsz for a media campaign " savs
Bronw vn Mavden, a zocial worker and former executive director at
Campaign for Our Children. "Our goal iz to get a converzation going

in the community . We're trving to move an entire system . | view our
meszzage az tiling the field, gelting it ready to plant

Jozeph Jones, founder, presidert and CEQ of Battimore's Center for
Fathers, Family, and Workforce Development, and & Campaign for Our
Children board member, believes the media campaign iz uzeful in helping
hirm encourage his clients to take care of themselves and their families.
Jones himzelf grewe upin a broken home and zpert zeverteen vears

on the streetz of Baltimore addicted to drugs . He fathered one child
out-of-wedlock before getting off drugs and into a career working with
the at-rizk residentz of Baltimore City.

on May 5, 2004, Jones testified before the Senate subcommittes on
social Security and Family Palicy. He told the zenstors that four factors
cortribute to & healthy marriage: "Work that provides vou with a zenze
of pride and purpoze; freedom from the demons of alcobol and drugs;
ahility to communicate and respect vour partner; and & community that
value s martiage "

Tweo wears later, he continues to work toward the public conzensus.
"The community needs 1o buy in, in order for individual stories to change"
hie says. "We're trying to keep the system out, to teach two young people
to learn to stick together. But " he adds candidly, "the rezearch outcomes
will not be knowen for five vears "

According to Diann Dawson, director of the Office of Regional
Dperations &t the U, Department of Health and Human Services
Adminiztration for Children and Families, thiz situstion iz typical as
zocial policies are developed. "You don't always wai for the final
rezsults to begin to implement & public policy” she says. "Every major
zocial policy change comes with tenzions and dizagr eements. We
need mare rezearch, but the correlations are prefty perauasive. And
it svould be foolizh not to recognize the power of the mediato change
behayior"

The battles over palicy, funding, research, and intersention swil no doukbt
goon for many years, bt wwhat iz gong onin the communities, and in the
familes, that are the focus of these healthy martiage intiathvesy Amber
and Fau are in the Batimore Buiding Strong Families program, & program
that provides rektionship-skillz fraining amd pract-ical zervices to
encourage coupes to commit 1o each ather and to their children. Paul is
22 and Ammber is 23; they have three boys between them, ages 2,1, and
1 month old. The two okder bovs are from Paul's previous relationship.

A ztaff perzon from Battimore Building Srong Families saw them swealking
dowen the strests of Baltimore City. 2mber was pregnant. The staff
person pulled over, umped out of his car, and ywent over to tak to them
about the program. "vou don't do that i the 'hood " Paul laughs. "But that
was a blessing "

Amber and Paul are planning to move to Atlant a in thiz month. They're
wearking on lining up good jobs and getting ready for a fresh start.

"W0e alveays talk about getting married " Paul says. "We talk about when
we're going to do it. But we want to be fi nancially stable first—obs,
cars."

"Our grandparents were okay getting married and living with family "
Amber zavs. "We want our own place. Right now we're living with hiz
mother . We're tived of living swith other people. If the kids mess the place
up, wart it to be our place.”

Fegarding the ohstacles to getting married, Paul zavs, "The jobs are
hiarder to work out than the relationship. |f you've got kids, wou've oot
1o have a job. That's vour main responsikility. But I'm going to propose
hefore the end of the vear."

Both agree they never thought they'd get married to anvone. Amber
zaves, "My friend just got married. She's 25, 'z going good. But Yyou cant
zay what will happenin the long run” Amber pauzesz. "We met, and |
weas like'Thiz iz zomeone | could be with forthe rest of my life. Why not
try 7 If it doezn't go right .. " She shrugs.

e always fi nd & weay to work stustions out," Paul zavz. "[Baltimore
Building =trong Familiez] iz teaching usz how to work it out if the bad
thing s happen."

Amber agrees. "t helps uz inthe long run to knowe how to talk to each
other. Instead of zaving 'Get that ' ike | was hiz mother, now | 2ay '"Can
woul get that?™

"Being married," Paul zavs, "iz like vou all are one perzon. You're looking
out for each other; vou're not going anywwhere. [ told her, e got to zee
WO Eevery morning.

"MWy grandparents zeemed to have a good marriage " Amber zavs, "l lived
weith them until they pazzed away. They looked out for each other. If one
couldnt do i, the other one was there " She hestates, "You get more
respect married. If he got sick, and | went to the hospital, they might not
tell me az much because I'm not the wife”

Amber and Paul look at the "Marriage Works" mat erial and conzsider the
information about increazed healtth and earnings and success for the

children. "How can vou say married people live longer 7" Amber asks.

"Arvhody could go today or tomorrow, "

&ngela, another Baltimore resident, iz 25 yvears old. She got pregnant
with her daughter after dating Frank for & fese months. Three and a half
vears later, zhe and Frank are living together and committed to each
other, but they have no plans to marry.

“When | got pregnant, there wwas pressure from family to get married "
she zay s, "We felt then as we do now that it wazn't & necessary step
to make aur family wark "

Angela had worked at davecare centers and as a nanny. She wwas
comfortable around children but unprepared for howe hard mothe rhood
initially wwaz. "l had postpartum depres sion, and | didn't know . Frank
got pushed to the zide and bad an affair. When my daughter was
months old, =he and | moved out "

Angela and Frank did get back together. "t's something we're still
weorking on," she savys. "He's still there dealing wwith it, and I'm stil
theredealing with it. The affair wasn't my fault or my responsibility, bt
| under stand why he did wwhat he did. t made me take a look &t what

| weas doing to my life. | wanted everything to be zo perfect for my
daughter, becauze she didnt azk to be here. | =il dont know what's
right for my daughter and Frank and me, but we'll keep teying until we
fi gure it out. Marriage won't fix it."

Angela savsthat marriage always seems ike the next step, "something
wou do swhen vou hit & dull zpot” she zavs. "If | ever get married, T will
be us saving, 'No matter who he becomes, no mater who she becanes,
we'll be together.! Intheory, | want marriage for myself. Of courze | wart
1o bein a place where | feel tha | can accept another perzon full:. But
marrizge won't provide something in a relationship thet wasnt already
there.

"Frank feelz like we are already married, and | guesz | feel the zame
weay, But we're not becauze | cant make that commitment for a lifetime,
and | dont think he can either. We're =il learning howy to communicate. f
weolld mean more to me if he acknowledged how far we've come than
if he propozed.”

Angela thinks about the "Marriage Works" campaign, "[Polticenzs] haven't
been abk to do much about poverty and AID%. Zo thev're like, Let's try
thiz.' Pluz it has a nice religious spin. People like to believe in a faryviale to
get them through the day. Ingead of addrezsing poverty, just get married
and it wil be okay. But i just prezentz & new zet of problems. They
should

talk about what marriage iz. Marriage Work s' doesnt address all the
underlving izzues. There are too many izzues to promote t az a zafe
haven. t's like 'Really? Thiz iz what vou've gone to? You're trving to fix
it all with this? Okay. Good ick™

Paul and Amber and Angela and Frank refl ect a general shitt in howe we
think about marriage in thiz country, "Fifty vears ago," Cherin zays, "vou
got married very early and then did the dher things to make yvourself

an adult. Moy woul do evervthing elze fi rst and marriage [azt. Marriage
uzed to be the foundstion of being an adult; now t's the capsone,

the last brick in place, Both the wealthy and the not-zo-\weathy have
postponed marriage, but the wealthy have alzo postponed having kids;
the lowe-income population has not. The model they zee iz to have their
kidz zoon and get married much

later, if ever.”

Since there are many maore guestions than answers at thiz point about
what thiz shift means, and careful, reazonable people are coming to
dramatically different concluzions, the best courze zeems to be more
rezearch. Cherling, a skeptic when it come s to marriage promotion,
zupports funding marriage -promotion studies .

"You randomly offer zervices to half of married couples who, say,
come in for family planning advice. You wwork really hard to design a
relationzhipzkilz clazs in & way that makes a difference. Then you
come back in a year or two and see if the couples are =till married.
That's expenszive to do on a large scale, but | think t's worth doing ™
Cherlin stops and thinks. "What | dont think is worth doing iz billboards
and adv etizing campaigns and school education programs. We don't
knowy if marriage promotion wworks, but iz worth zpending zome
money to find out "
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