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What are fragile families andWhat are fragile families and
why do we care?why do we care?

What?What?
•• Unmarried parents and their childrenUnmarried parents and their children
•• Fragile in terms of economic and social Fragile in terms of economic and social 

resourcesresources
•• Families in terms of biological and social ties Families in terms of biological and social ties 

Why?Why?
•• Large increases since 1965Large increases since 1965
•• Disparities by race/ethnicity and educationDisparities by race/ethnicity and education
•• Links to wellbeing and mobility Links to wellbeing and mobility 



Births to Unmarried Mothers, U.S.Births to Unmarried Mothers, U.S.
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Percent of NonPercent of Non--marital Birthsmarital Births
in Industrialized Countriesin Industrialized Countries
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The QuestionsThe Questions

•• What is the nature of parentsWhat is the nature of parents’’ relationships at relationships at 
birth? Why arenbirth? Why aren’’t they married? t they married? 

•• What happens to relationships over time? What happens to relationships over time? 
•• How involved are unmarried fathers in the How involved are unmarried fathers in the 

lives of their children?  lives of their children?  
•• How do parents and children fare?How do parents and children fare?
•• How do child support, welfare and How do child support, welfare and 

incarceration policies affect fragile families? incarceration policies affect fragile families? 
•• What are the implications for marriage What are the implications for marriage 

programs? programs? 



The Fragile Families StudyThe Fragile Families Study

•• Probability sample of 4900 new births Probability sample of 4900 new births (3700 non(3700 non--
marital and 1200 marital)marital and 1200 marital)

•• Data collected in 20 cities and 75 hospitals Data collected in 20 cities and 75 hospitals 
(representative of births in large US cities)(representative of births in large US cities)

•• Interviews conducted with mothers and fathers Interviews conducted with mothers and fathers 
soon after birth soon after birth (high response rates)(high response rates)

•• FollowFollow--up interviews conducted with both parents  up interviews conducted with both parents  
when children were 1, 3, and 5 years old when children were 1, 3, and 5 years old 

•• Child assessments taken at 3 and 5 yearsChild assessments taken at 3 and 5 years
•• 9 year survey is about to begin9 year survey is about to begin
•• Google Google ‘‘fragile familiesfragile families’’ for publications and datafor publications and data



What is the nature of  What is the nature of  
parental relationships?parental relationships?

““high hopes and low capabilitieshigh hopes and low capabilities””



Relationships at BirthRelationships at Birth

Visiting
32%

Little or no 
contact

9%
Friends

8%

Cohabiting
51%



““Marriage is better for kidsMarriage is better for kids…”…”
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““Chances of Marriage areChances of Marriage are…”…”

Mothers Mothers 
(%)(%)

Fathers Fathers 
(%)(%)

Almost certainAlmost certain 3737 5050

GoodGood 2222 2525

Fifty/fiftyFifty/fifty 1616 1515

Not so goodNot so good 99 55

No chanceNo chance 1717 55



CapabilitiesCapabilities
MothersMothers FathersFathers

MarriedMarried UnmarriedUnmarried MarriedMarried UnmarriedUnmarried

Age (mean)Age (mean) 29.629.6 23.323.3 31.931.9 26.726.7

Teen parent (%)Teen parent (%) 44 2525 00 1313

Child with other Child with other 
partner (%)partner (%)

1414 42 1616 43

Education (%)Education (%)
Less than HSLess than HS
High schoolHigh school
Some collegeSome college
CollegeCollege

1818
2525
2121
3636

4545
3838
1616
11

1919
2121
2727
3434

3838
4040
1818
44

Weeks workedWeeks worked
(mean)(mean)

2121 2222 4848 4242

EarningsEarnings
(mean)(mean)

$17,107$17,107 $7,997$7,997 $40,499$40,499 $20,962$20,962



Capabilities, contCapabilities, cont’’dd

MothersMothers FathersFathers

MarriedMarried
(%)(%)

UnmarriedUnmarried
(%)(%)

MarriedMarried
(%)(%)

UnmarriedUnmarried
(%)(%)

DepressionDepression 1313 1616 77 1111

Heavy drinkingHeavy drinking 33 77 2222 2727

Illegal drug useIllegal drug use 11 22 44 88

Either has problemEither has problem 4242 5252 -- --

Both have problemBoth have problem 66 1010 -- --

Father incarceratedFather incarcerated -- -- 66 4040

DeKlyen, McLanahan, Brooks-Gunn,  Knab (2006)



How do relationships How do relationships 
change over time? change over time? 

““instability and increasing complexityinstability and increasing complexity””



Partnership TrajectoriesPartnership Trajectories

•• By year 5, only 22% of biological parents By year 5, only 22% of biological parents 
have ever married have ever married 

•• At year 5, 16% are currently married and At year 5, 16% are currently married and 
20% are cohabiting20% are cohabiting

•• Partnership changes are commonPartnership changes are common
50% of mothers have experienced 2 or more 50% of mothers have experienced 2 or more 

changes changes (begin or end a relationship)(begin or end a relationship)

25% have experienced 3 or more changes25% have experienced 3 or more changes

•• MultipleMultiple--partner fertility is commonpartner fertility is common



New PartnershipsNew Partnerships
(by year 5)(by year 5)
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The Big TradeoffThe Big Tradeoff

•• Partnership changes are associated with Partnership changes are associated with 
upgrades in fatherupgrades in father--quality quality 

Low EducationLow Education 3636 88
UnemploymentUnemployment 2626 1515
IncarcerationIncarceration 5050 1818
Substance problemsSubstance problems 99 11
Domestic violenceDomestic violence 1818 11

•• Partnerships changes are associated with stressPartnerships changes are associated with stress



How involved are How involved are 
unmarried fathers? unmarried fathers? 

““a mixed picturea mixed picture””



BioBio--Father Involvement Father Involvement 
(at birth)(at birth)

Total Total 
(%)(%)

Gave money/bought things for childGave money/bought things for child 8080

Helped in another wayHelped in another way 7676

Visited babyVisited baby’’s mother in hospitals mother in hospital 8888

Child will take fatherChild will take father’’s surnames surname 9292

FatherFather’’s name is on birth certificates name is on birth certificate 8484

Mother says father wants to be involvedMother says father wants to be involved 9595

Mother wants father to be involvedMother wants father to be involved 9494



BioBio--Father InvolvementFather Involvement
(over time)(over time)

Year 1Year 1
%%

Year 3Year 3
%%

Year 5Year 5
%%

All fathers
Lives with child 51  51  4242 3636

NonNon--resident fathersresident fathers
Saw child in past year 8888 7878 7272

Saw child in past month 6363 5555 5151

Carlson, McLanahan, Brooks-Gunn (2006)



How do parents and How do parents and 
children fare? children fare? 

““the reproduction of disparitiesthe reproduction of disparities””



OutcomesOutcomes

Relationship instability and single Relationship instability and single 
motherhood are associated with:motherhood are associated with:
–– Lower earnings trajectories for fathersLower earnings trajectories for fathers
–– Higher mental health problems for mothersHigher mental health problems for mothers
–– Higher maternal stress Higher maternal stress 
–– Higher harsh parenting for mothersHigher harsh parenting for mothers
–– Higher child aggression and depressionHigher child aggression and depression

* Effects are more negative for children of less * Effects are more negative for children of less 
educated mothers educated mothers 



FathersFathers’’ Earnings Earnings 
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Meadows, McLanahan, and Brooks-Gunn (2006)
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What role do policies What role do policies 
play? play? 

Policies may have unintended Policies may have unintended 
consequences consequences 



WelfareWelfare--TANFTANF

•• Prevalence Prevalence 
About 30% of mothers receive welfare About 30% of mothers receive welfare 
(range from 15% to 44%)(range from 15% to 44%)

•• EffectsEffects
Generous benefits may discourage marriageGenerous benefits may discourage marriage
Generous benefits may increase depressionGenerous benefits may increase depression
Effects are modestEffects are modest



Child Support Child Support 

•• Prevalence Prevalence 
About 30% of eligible mothers receive child About 30% of eligible mothers receive child 
support (range from 15 to 46 percent)support (range from 15 to 46 percent)

•• EffectsEffects
Strong enforcement may Strong enforcement may notnot increase incomeincrease income
Strong enforcement may reduce domestic Strong enforcement may reduce domestic 

violence among married moms and violence among married moms and 
increase violence among nonincrease violence among non--coco--resident resident 
momsmoms



IncarcerationIncarceration

•• PrevalencePrevalence

40%40%--50% of unmarried fathers have been 50% of unmarried fathers have been 
incarceratedincarcerated

•• EffectsEffects

Incarceration may reduce fathersIncarceration may reduce fathers’’ earningsearnings

Incarceration may reduce fathers social skillsIncarceration may reduce fathers social skills



Implications for Marriage and Implications for Marriage and 
Fatherhood ProgramsFatherhood Programs

$150 Million per year for programs to increase $150 Million per year for programs to increase 
““healthy marriagehealthy marriage”” and father involvement (TANF and father involvement (TANF 
reauthorization) reauthorization) 

Good newsGood news
•• High hopes at birth High hopes at birth –– ““magic momentmagic moment””
•• Healthy marriage and stability have benefits for Healthy marriage and stability have benefits for 

parents and childrenparents and children
Bad newsBad news
•• Low capabilities Low capabilities –– ““marriage plusmarriage plus””
•• Trade off between stability and quality Trade off between stability and quality 



Summing UpSumming Up

•• Fragile families are a growing part of American Fragile families are a growing part of American 
family lifefamily life

•• Fragile families are a consequence of preFragile families are a consequence of pre--existing existing 
disparities (race and class) disparities (race and class) 

•• Fragile families create new disparities (via Fragile families create new disparities (via 
instability and complexity) instability and complexity) 

•• Fragile families are an important mechanism in Fragile families are an important mechanism in 
the reproduction of race, class and gender the reproduction of race, class and gender 
disparitiesdisparities
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