
 

 

DR. VICTOR 
HARRIS 

 

VICTORHARRIS@UFL.EDU 

 

352-273-3523 

3028 D MCCARTY HALL D, 

GAINESVILLE, FL  32611 

COMPILED BY: 

PRAMI SENGUPTA 

 
GRADUATE STUDENT 

FAMILY, YOUTH AND 

COMMUNITY SCIENCES 

 
APRIL, 2017 

 

 

 

 THE GROWING RACIAL AND ETHNIC DIVIDE 
IN U.S. MARRIAGE PATTERNS1 

Adapted from “The Growing Racial and Ethnic Divide in U.S. Marriage Patterns” by 
R. Kelly Raley, Megan M. Sweeney, and Danielle Wondra, in “The Future of 
Children,” Volume 25(2), p. 89. Copyright 2015 by the Center for the Future of 
Children, the David and Lucile Packard Foundation. 

 
 
 

 

1. In 2014, 70 percent of non-Hispanic white children (ages 0-18) 
and roughly 59 percent of Hispanic children were living with 
both of their biological parents (p. 90). However, this was true 
for only about one-third of black children (U.S. Census Bureau, 
2014, C Table series). 

2. Single-parent families are associated with poorer 
outcomes for children, including less education and 
teenage pregnancy (p. 90) (Cavanagh & Fomby, 2012; 
Cherlin, 1999; McLanahan & Sandefur, 1994;). 

3. Children’s development may be negatively impacted by single-
parent family structure, due to decreased parental investment, 
family instability, economic distress and other developmental 
problems (Fomby & Cherlin, 2007). 
 

Black-White Differences in Marriage and Marital Stability 
Contemporary Differences 
1. The median age for a first marriage is 30 years old for black 

women and 26 for white women (Elliott et al. 2012). 
2. Regardless of age, marriage rates among black Americans are 

lower than those of other ethnic groups (Raley et al. 2015, p. 
106).  

3. Marital instability and divorce are higher among black women 
(Bean, Berg & Van Hook, 1996).  

4. Divorce rates, on average, are lowest among Asian women and 
foreign-born Hispanic women (Bean, Berg, & Van Hook, 1996; 
Phillips & Sweeney, 2005).  

5. The legal process of transition from separation to divorce is 
faster among white women than among black women (Bramlett 
& Mosher, 2001; Bumpass & Raley, 2007; Sweeney & Phillips, 
2004). 

6. The nature of marital instability varies with race (p. 92).  

 

“Racial and ethnic differences in marriage are 

striking” (p. 91). 
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7. Among divorced women, black women are more likely to have 
been married only once, whereas white women are more likely 
to have married multiple times (p. 93). 

  
 

 

Historical Trends 
1. Between 1890 and 1940, black women were more likely to get married earlier than white women did.  

By the mid-20th century, black and white women married at similar ages (Elliott at al., 2012). 
2. In the early 1900s, although the divorce rate was relatively lower, the proportion of divorced black 

women was twice that of divorced white women (Ruggles, 1997).  
3. The divorce rate for all racial and ethnic groups increased between 1940 and 1980.  However, for black 

women this increase happened more rapidly and steeply (Espenshade, 1985).  
4. The 1960s saw a rapid decline in marriage rates among black women as compared to white women 

across age groups, leading to more similarity between the two groups (Mare & Winship, 1991). 
5. Racial differences in marriage remained modest as recently as 1970, when 94.8 percent of white women 

and 92.2 percent of black women had ever been married (Raley, McSweeney & Wondra, 2015, p. 93). 
6. In the early 20th century, marriage was common among black families (Wilson & Neckerman, 1987). 
7. By 2012, roughly 73 percent of white women in their early 40s who had ever married were still married 

and living with their spouses, compared with just over half (52.7%) of black women the same age 
(American Community Survey, 2012). 

 

Explaining the Black-White Marriage Gap 
1. Disparities in the labor market, especially during the 1970s and 1980s, and other disadvantages (i.e. 

unemployment, lack of education, and higher rates of incarceration faced by black individuals) 
contribute to the black-white marriage gap. These disparities create an imbalance in the availability of 
marriageable black men and women (Charles & Luoh, 2010; Dixon, 1971; Farley & Allen, 1987; 
Guttentag & Secord, 1983; Kephart, & Landry, 1992; Lichter, McLaughlin, Western, 2006; Pettit & 
Western, 2004; Wilson & Neckerman, 1987). 

2. However, it is important to note that black marriage rates fell while racial discrimination was on the 
decline and black men’s wages were growing (p. 95) (Farley, 1984). 

3. Women prefer to marry men with same or higher levels of education as themselves. The lack of 
availability of men who are just as educated or more educated than themselves limits the choice of 
partners for black women (Kalmijn, 1998; Mare, 1991; Schwartz & Mare, 2005; U.S. Census Bureau, 
2009). 

4. Compared to black women, black men are twice as likely to marry outside their race, further limiting 
marriage opportunities for black women (Crowder & Tolnay, 2000). 

5. According to one of the specialization models of marriage, the potential mutual gains to a marriage are 
greatest when men’s wages are high relative to women’s.  Compared to whites, the ratio of black men’s 
to black women’s wage is smaller, hence decreasing the marriage rates for blacks (Moffitt, 2000). 

6. However, other findings such as “marriage rates fell while the female-to-male wage ratio remained 
similar” (p. 96), suggest that the argument relating to marriage and gender specialization might be 
outmoded (Moffitt, 2000; Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, & Lim, 1997). 

 

Social Class and the Racial Gap in Marriage 
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1. A marriage gap exists across different levels of educational attainment. This gap is more profound 

among black women as the education gap is larger among blacks (Raley, McSweeney & Wondra, 2015).  
2. The retreat from marriage has been greater among white women with a high school diploma (or less) 

as compared to white women with college degrees (Raley, McSweeney & Wondra, 2015).   
3. Marriage rates for college-educated white women in their late 20s and early 30s are higher than those 

for white women with less education at any age (p. 98).  This pattern continues until their mid-40s.  
4. Compared to college-educated white women, the rate of marriage for white women without a college 

degree may fall even more in the future (Martin, Astone & Peters, 2014). 
5. Whites and blacks of all classes have experienced delays in marriage, but the reduction in the likelihood 

of being married by age 40-44 appeared first for blacks with low levels of education (p. 98). 
6. In the third generation and beyond, Hispanic women’s family patterns increasingly resemble those of 

black Americans (p. 102). 
 

 

 

Explanations for the Black-White Marriage Gap: Education 
1. “Both middle-class black men and middle-class black women have more trouble finding spouses 

because their social worlds consist mostly of [white] people who are not likely to connect them to 
potential mates” (p. 101) (Lee & Bean, 2010; McClendon, Kuo & Raley, 2014; Raley, Sweeney & Wondra, 
2015). 

2. It is comparatively more difficult for black men to find stable full-time employment than white men. 
This is true for both college-educated and less educated black men (Oppenheimer, Kalmijn & Lim, 1997). 
These career differences might explain black men’s slower entry to marriage than white men.  

3. Accumulation of wealth is less likely among black men than white men, further hindering black men’s 
potential entry to a marital union (Schneider, 2015). 

4. Hispanic and black Americans experience similar economic and social disadvantages. However, Hispanic 
marriage patterns more closely resemble those of whites than those of blacks (p. 102) (Oropesa, Lichter 
& Anderson, 1994). This could be because a large majority of America’s Hispanic population consists of 
first- or second-generation Americans who may more strongly value collectivism and the importance of 
marriage (Oropesa & Landale, 2004). 

5. Third-generation (and beyond) Latino women are increasingly exposed to economic disadvantages and 
the American ethos of individualism. This overturns the “pro-marriage disposition” that Hispanic 
families initially had (Oropesa & Landale, 2004). 

 
The Growing Importance of Economic Status for Marriage 

1. Over the past century, “the age of marriage rose, non-marital cohabitation became common, and 
divorce rates skyrocketed” for families across the United States and most of Europe (p. 102). 

“Increase in divorce preceded declines in marriage, beginning first among the most 
disadvantaged blacks” (p. 98). 

“Educational gaps in marriage will continue to widen over time” (p. 103). 
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2. These broad changes in patterns of family life and marriage have been referred to by some 
demographers as the Second Demographic Transition. 

3. Changes in patterns of marriage have occurred in both strong and weak economic times and have 
affected people of all socioeconomic groups (Lesthaeghe, 2014). 

4. “Shifts in labor force likely also contributed to the Second Demographic Transition’s changes in family 
life” (p. 103).  More women started to attain higher education in order to enter the labor force, which 
delayed their entry to marriage (Fischer & Hout, 2006; Mare & Winship, 1991). 

5. Urbanization and other social and labor market shifts of the 20th century contributed to increased 
divorce rates, especially among black Americans.  

 

Inequality and the Continuing Significance of Race 
1. Compared to white women, “black women are less likely to marry and to remain married” (Raley, 

McSweeney & Wondra, 2015, p. 104). 
2. Racial gaps in marriage exist across all levels of the educational distribution. However, this gap is largest 

among people with lower levels of education (p. 104). 
3. Marriage rates have fallen among both black and white women with education no higher than a high 

school diploma (p. 104). 
4. “For both black and white women, marital instability rose before marriage formation fell” (p. 104). 
5. “Educational gradients in marital instability emerged before educational gradients in marriage formed” 

(p. 104). 

 
References 
Barnlett, M. D., & Mosher, W. D. (2001). First marriage dissolution, divorce, and remarriage: United States advanced 

data.  (Advance Data, #323). Retrieved from https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/ad/ad323.pdf 
Bean, F. D., Berg, R. R., & Van Hook, J. V. (1996). Socioeconomic and cultural incorporation and marital disruption 

among Mexican Americans. Social Forces, 593-617. 
Cavanagh, S. E., & Fomby, P. (2012). Family instability, school context, and the academic careers of 

adolescents. Sociology of Education, 85(1), 81-97. 
Charles, K. K., & Luoh, M. C. (2010). Male incarceration, the marriage market, and female outcomes. The Review of 

Economics and Statistics, 92(3), 614-627. 
Cherlin, A. J. (1999). Going to extremes: Family structure, children’s well-being, and social science. Demography, 36(4), 

421-428. 
Crowder, K. D., & Tolnay, S. E. (2000). A new marriage squeeze for black women: The role of racial intermarriage by 

black men. Journal of Marriage and Family, 62(3), 792-807. 
Dixon, R. B. (1971). Explaining cross-cultural variations in age at marriage and proportions never marrying. Population 

Studies, 25(2), 215-233. 
Elliott, D. B., Krivickas, K., Brault, M. W., & Kreider, R. M. (2012, May). Historical marriage trends from 1890-2010: A 

focus on race differences. In Annual meeting of the Population Association of America (SEHSD Working Paper 
no. 2012-12). San Francisco, CA, May (pp. 1987-2010). 

For women, “marriage has become increasingly linked to  
employment and earnings” (p. 104). 

“There may be meaningful linkages between broad trends in marriage formation and 

marital stability and the differences we see by race” (p. 104). 

 



 

 

5 

 

Espenshade, T. J. (1985). Marriage trends in America: Estimates, implications, and underlying causes. Population and 
Development Review, 193-245. 

Farley, R. (1984). Blacks and whites: Narrowing the gap. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Farley, R., & Allen, W. R. (1987). The color line and the quality of life in America. New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
Fischer, C. S., & Hout, M. (2006). Century of difference: How America changed in the last one hundred years. New York: 

Russell Sage Foundation. 
Fomby, P., & Cherlin, A. J. (2007). Family instability and child well-being. American Sociological Review, 72(2), 181-204. 
Guttentag, M., & Secord, P. F. (1983). Too many women? The sex ratio question. Newbury Park, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Hofferth, S. L., & Casper, L. M. (2013). Handbook of measurement issues in family research. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence 

Erlbaum Associates. 
Kalmijn, M. (1998). Intermarriage and homogamy: Causes, patterns, trends. Annual Review of Sociology, 24(1), 395-

421. 
Lee, J., & Bean, F. D. (2010). The diversity paradox: Immigration and the color line in twenty-first century America. New 

York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
Lesthaeghe, R. (2014). The second demographic transition: A concise overview of its development. Proceedings of the 

National Academy of Sciences, 111(51), 18112-18115. 
Lichter, D. T., McLaughlin, D. K., Kephart, G., & Landry, D. J. (1992). Race and the retreat from marriage: A shortage of 

marriageable men? American Sociological Review, 781-799. 
Mare, R. D. (1991). Five decades of educational assortative mating. American Sociological Review, 15-32. 
Mare, R. D., & Winship, C. (1991). Socioeconomic change and the decline of marriage for blacks and whites. In C. 

Jencks, P. E. Peterson (Eds.), The urban underclass,  (p. 175). Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution. 
Martin, S. P., Astone, N. M., & Peters, H. E. (2014). Fewer marriages, more divergence: Marriage projections for 

Millennials to age 40. Retrieved from The Urban Institute website, 
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/fewer-marriages-more-divergence-marriage-projections-
millennials-age-40/view/full_report 

McClendon, D., Kuo, J. C. L., & Raley, R. K. (2014). Opportunities to meet: Occupational education and marriage 
formation in young adulthood. Demography, 51(4), 1319-1344. 

McLanahan, S., & Sandefur, G. (1994). Growing up with a single parent: What hurts, what helps. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press. 

Moffitt, R. A. (2000). Female wages, male wages, and the economic model of marriage: The basic evidence. In L.J. 
Waite & C. Bachrach (Eds.),  The ties that bind: Perspectives on marriage and cohabitation (pp. 302-319). New 
York : Aldine de Gruyter. 

Oppenheimer, V. K. (1988). A theory of marriage timing. American Journal of Sociology, 94(3), 563-591. 
Oppenheimer, V. K., Kalmijn, M., & Lim, N. (1997). Men’s career development and marriage timing during a period of 

rising inequality. Demography, 34(3), 311-330. 
Oropesa, R. S., & Landale, N. S. (2004). The future of marriage and Hispanics. Journal of Marriage and Family, 66(4), 

901-920. 
Oropesa, R. S., Lichter, D. T., & Anderson, R. N. (1994). Marriage markets and the paradox of Mexican American 

nuptiality. Journal of Marriage and the Family, 56(4), 889-907. 
Phillips, J. A., & Sweeney, M. M. (2005). Premarital cohabitation and marital disruption among White, Black, and 

Mexican American women. Journal of Marriage and Family, 67(2), 296-314. 
Pettit, B., & Western, B. (2004). Mass imprisonment and the life course: Race and class inequality in US 

incarceration. American Sociological Review, 69(2), 151-169. 
Raley, R. K., Sweeney, M. M., & Wondra, D. (2015). The growing racial and ethnic divide in US marriage patterns. The 

Future of Children, 25(2), 89. 
Roberts, P., & Schulzinger, R. (1987). Toward reform of the welfare system: Is consensus emerging? Clearinghouse 

Review, 21, 3. 
Ruggles, S. (1997). The rise of divorce and separation in the United States, 1880–1990. Demography, 34(4), 455-466. 
Schneider, D. (2015). Lessons learned from non-marriage experiments. The Future of Children, 25(2), 155-178. 



 

 

6 

 

Schwartz, C. R., & Mare, R. D. (2005). Trends in educational assortative marriage from 1940 to 
2003. Demography, 42(4), 621-646. 

U.S. Census Bureau. (2013). Educational attainment of the population 18 years and over, by age, sex, race and hispanic 
origin: 2009. Retrieved from  http://www.census.gov/hhes/socdemo/education/data/cps/2009/ tables.html 

U.S. Census Bureau. America’s families and living arrangements: 2014: Children. Retrieved from 
https://www.census.gov/hhes/families/data/cps2014.html 

Western, B. (2006). Punishment and inequality in America. New York: Russell Sage Foundation. 
Wilson, W. J., & Neckerman, K. M. (1987). Poverty and family structure: The widening gap between evidence and 

public policy issues. In S.H. Danzinger & D. H. Weinberg (Eds.), Fighting poverty: What works and what doesn’t 
(pp. 232-259). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Zhenchao, Q., & Preston, S. (1993). Changes in American marriage, 1972 to 1987: Availability and forces of attraction 
by age and education. American Sociological Review, 58(4), 482-495. 

 

 


