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Social science data demonstrates two nearly incontestable conclusions: (1) stable, natural
marital structures provide profound benefits for men, women and children, while (2) the
breakdown of stable, natural marital structures imposes significant social costs upon individuals
and society at large. In short, families play a profoundly important social role. Without healthy
families we simply cannot have a healthy society.
We must re-awaken the conscience of the world regarding the social role of the family. I
will first address the benefits of stable marital relationships to men, women, and children. I will
then canvass the costs that society has incurred as a result of the decline in marital stability. I will
conclude by calling upon the world community – and particularly the world’s faith communities
– to recommit themselves to marriage and the natural family.
I.

THE BENEFITS OF STABLE MARRIAGE RELATIONSHIPS
Marriage, as it has been conceived by and practiced in Western societies for centuries,

has marked benefits for marital partners and their offspring. Marriage is more than the union of
two persons, it is a social institution “culturally patterned and integrated into other basic social
institutions, such as education, the economy, and politics.”1 Marriage, in a real sense, underlies
every social institution. It comes as no surprise, then, that marriage affects some of society’s
most consequential interests:
Married people are generally healthier; they live longer, earn more, have better
mental health and better sex lives, and are happier than their unmarried
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counterparts. Furthermore, married individuals have lower rates of suicide, fatal
accidents, acute and chronic illnesses, alcoholism, and depression than other
people.2
Historically, in the West and elsewhere, the need to articulate the benefits of marriage has been
largely unnecessary. American courts, for example, have recognized for some time that marriage
is “fundamental to our existence and survival”3 and “of basic importance to our society.”4 There
is a growing body of research showing that marriage is indispensable to the welfare of society
and to the individuals that comprise it. Much recent research, in fact, shows that natural marriage
has significant benefits for children and their mothers and fathers. I will detail the personal – and
social – benefits of stable marital and family life for children and youth, and for the men and
women who take (and honor) their marital vows.
1. Benefits flowing to children and youth
According to one scholar, natural marriage is “by far the most emotionally stable and
economically secure arrangement for child rearing.”6 Recent research, moreover, indicates that –
for children – nothing compares to a solid, stable marriage between their biological parents.7
a. Natural marriage supports children’s education. Studies consistently show that
children in two-parent families are significantly less likely to drop out of high school than
children in a one parent family.8 In some studies, the likelihood of dropping out more than
doubles for children in single-parent households.9
b. Natural marriage minimizes the likelihood of poverty. Studies also show that children
raised outside marriage are more likely to be raised in poor economic conditions.10 These
children suffer not only from economic deprivations, but also from a lack of parental attention
and from high rates of residential relocation, all of which can work to disadvantage the child’s
development.11
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c. Natural marriage aids in crime prevention. Recent studies emphasize the critical role
dual-parenting plays if children are to become law abiding citizens. As one researcher noted, “the
single most important factor in determining if a male will end up incarcerated later in life is . . .
whether or not he has a father in the home.12 The mother-child relationship is equally important.
“As mothers spend less time with infants and toddlers . . . the boys’ developing brains, and thus
their behavioral systems, are affected.”13 Children without this crucial early bonding are “more
likely to start out on a path of later narcissism and out-of-control behavior as [they] compensate[]
for [the] early deprivation.”14
d. Natural marriage supports healthy socialization. Marriage is an unequaled institution
for fostering healthy socialization. “[C]hildren of divorce do not accept monitoring or
supervision from live-in partners nearly as much as they do from married parents.”15 Young
adults in single-parent households are more likely to give birth out of wedlock, and are more
likely to be out of both school and the labor force.16 Furthermore, “children who spend part of
their childhood in a single-parent family . . . report significantly lower-quality relationships with
their parents as adults and have less frequent contact with them.”17
The above research, taken together, demonstrates that – for the good of our children –
society has a compelling interest in promoting and preferring stable, natural marriage.
“Adolescent children care about marriage and view it positively . . . [they] endorse marriage,
want to get married, and want to have children.”18 And, although young people are increasingly
bombarded with pessimistic views about marriage, they “yearn[] for a return to stable family life,
and . . . are much less likely than their elders to consider divorce a good option.”19 Any
breakdown in the importance placed upon natural marriage impairs the social welfare of future
generations.20
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2. Benefits flowing to adults.
The advantages of marriage for children are derivative of the benefits gained by those
who enter into the marital vow. Marriage is the ultimate social bond that can be formed between
a man and woman because
[b]y their marriages, husbands and wives accept an obligation to be faithful, to
give and receive help in times of sickness, and to endure hardships. Not everyone
will be able to remain true to such vows. However, it is more difficult for a
married than for an unmarried person to break such promises because they are
part of our laws, religions, and definitions of morality. Others have taken identical
vows throughout history. Collectively, society enforces these ideals both formally
and informally. Nothing can be said about any other type of intimate relationship
between two adults.21
It should come as little surprise, then, that this ancient social union has particular (and
unique) social value. This unique social value, moreover, does not flow from some natural
selection process in which healthy, strong, bright, and charismatic people are the most likely to
marry and, therefore, the most likely to benefit from the union. “Married people do not simply
appear to be better off than unmarried people; rather, marriage changes people in ways that
produce such benefits.”22
It follows that society has a compelling interest in promoting, sustaining, and preferring
the oldest social institution shown to change people in propitious ways; ways that make the
world a better place. Recent studies strongly support the propositions that natural marriage
promotes physical health, mental and emotional health, and social productivity.
a. Natural marriage promotes physical health. There is a positive – and multi-factored –
causal relationship between marriage and physical health:
First, married men and women live longer than non-married individuals.23 These statistics
are especially significant for unmarried men who “face higher risks of dying than married men,
regardless of their marital history.”24
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Second, married people are less likely to report “problem drinking” than are non-married
persons.25 Excessive alcohol consumption has been linked to a variety of health-related
problems, including liver failure and heart disease. Although men are the clear beneficiaries of
marriage in this regard, even married women are nearly one-third less likely to report drinking
problems than divorced women.26
Third, married persons, both men and women, are less likely to engage in risk-taking
behavior.27 With respect to activities such as drunk driving, smoking, and drug abuse, married
persons are less likely to engage in such activities compared with their non-married
counterparts.28 Perhaps even more importantly, however, researchers believe that marriage
actually encourages responsible, healthy behaviors.29
Fourth, research shows that natural marriage positively impacts the sexual health of
individuals. Not only are married persons less likely to experience sexual dysfunction,30 they are
also more likely to be extremely satisfied with their partner.31 According to one scholar, the long
and monogamous relationships typically associated with married individuals allow for the
development of partner-specific skills32 and facilitate “emotional investment in the
relationship.”33 Marriage also reduces a significant anxiety that only non-monogamous
individuals face – the fear of sexually transmitted disease.34
Fifth, and perhaps flowing from all of the above, research indicates that married
individuals “suffer less from illness and disease and are better off than their never-married or
divorced counterparts when they do fall ill.”35
b. Natural marriage promotes mental and emotional health. The health benefits of
marriage do not stop with the body. A growing mountain of research strongly indicates that “the
psychological well-being of the married is substantially better than that of the unmarried.”36
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“Married people have lower rates of depression and suffer significantly less from any psychiatric
disorder than their divorced, never-married, or cohabitating counterparts.”37 Married individuals,
furthermore, are less likely to be admitted to a public mental institution,38 less likely to be
admitted to a psychiatric clinic,39 and more likely to cope with psychologically stressful events.40
Marriage has also been linked with reports of increased happiness, life satisfaction, and
overall occurrence of positive emotions.41 Marriage offers individuals a “spiritual connection to
their deepest values” and satisfies the basic human need for “emotional and physical
closeness.”42 Some scholars have opined that marriage “provides individuals with a sense of
obligation to others, which gives life meaning beyond oneself.”43 Furthermore, “some consensus
exists that marriage improves women’s material well-being and men’s emotional well-being.”44
Indeed, “‘no part of the unmarried population – separated, divorced, widowed, or never married
– describes itself as being so happy and contented with life as the married.’”45 As one scholar put
it, “[t]he positive effect of marriage on well-being is strong and consistent, and selection of the
psychologically healthy into marriage or the psychologically unhealthy out of marriage cannot
explain the effect.”46
c. Natural marriage encourages social productivity. Marriage, finally, has a significant
(but often overlooked) impact on social productivity. Marriage, to take but one example, has
proven to be a positive factor in the workplace. Besides providing health and psychological
benefits, marriage positively affects wages and productivity. One study, in fact, has indicated
that married men logged more than double the hours of cohabiting, single men.47 This translates
into a “wage premium” for marriage that positively affects men and (in particular) AfricanAmerican women.48
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Another scholar has noted that marriage tends to minimize what Karl Marx described as
the alienation between a worker and his employment. “[M]arriage and family still involve the
unspecialized, holistic self, providing a context where people bring together their many
specialized roles . . . and [can] strategize about the future of family and career within a union that
provides value and continuity.”49 Yet another noted scholar has concluded that the development
and reinforcement of the Western marital model (and the inter-generational conception of family
built upon that model) is the essential foundation for personal liberty and an efficient market
economy.50
In sum, the weight of social science demographic research indicates that marriage has
unique benefits for women and men, as well as for the children that develop from and within the
marital union. Marriage offers individuals (and society) natural and inherent benefits. Indeed, the
procreative and normative functions of marriage provide the very foundation of civilized society.
Efforts to devalue motherhood, diminish parental involvement with children, and to devalue
religious norms bring with them high and tragic social costs.
II.

THE COSTS OF DESTABILIZING NATURAL MARITAL STRUCTURES
I now move to the social costs incurred by society as a result of the destabilization of the

family. There are growing signs of distress – including poverty – in American society. This
distress is directly linked to the breakdown of marriage and family. As one scholar has written:
Much of the debate about the growing gap between rich and poor in America
focuses on the changing job force, the cost of living, and the tax and regulatory
structure that hamstrings businesses and employees. But analysis of the social
science literature demonstrates that the root cause of poverty and income disparity
is linked undeniably to the presence or absence of marriage. Broken families earn
less and experience lower levels of educational achievement. Worse, they pass the
prospect of meager incomes and family instability on to their children, making the
effects inter-generational.”51
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Family breakdown disables the future generation. As demonstrated above, “[r]esearch has
documented that natural family structures benefit nearly every aspect of children’s well-being.
This includes greater educational opportunities, better emotional and physical health, less
substance abuse, and lower incidences of early sexual activity for girls, and less delinquency for
boys.”52 In the United States, 50% of children who live with a single mother live in poverty; by
contrast, only 10% of children residing in two-parent homes live below the poverty level.53
But even more than education, emotional health and poverty is at issue: the very safety
and lives of women and children depends upon marital stability. A groundbreaking survey of the
scientific literature performed by Dr. David Popenoe and Dr. Barbara Dafoe Whitehead found
that cohabiting, unmarried women “are more likely than married women to suffer physical and
sexual abuse.”54 The consequences of cohabitation are even more serious for children. Doctors
Popenoe and Whitehead conclude that:
the most unsafe of all family environments for children is that in which the
mother is living with someone other than the child’s biological father. This is the
environment for the majority of children in cohabiting couple households.55
In sum, stable marital unions promote the health, safety and social progress of women,
men and children. Unstable marital relations promote poverty, crime, abuse and social
disintegration. These realities, moreover, are particularly acute for women and children. Society
would do well to heed the fact that “the family as an institution exists to give legal protection to
the mother-child unit and to ensure that adequate economic resources are passed from the parents
to allow the children to grow up to be viable adults.”56
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III.

A PLEA FOR HELP
What is the import of the foregoing? First, the family is essential to social progress.

Second, the family – particularly in the developed world – is functioning less well than (perhaps)
at any other time in history. Third, and finally, as members of society, and as people of faith, we
must work together to restore the family to its proper strength and function.
The threats facing men, women, children and the family do not confront one faith,
country or culture alone. All religious faiths, all cultures and all countries must stand together to
combat the erosion of morality and the family. The profound importance of the natural family
transcends religious and cultural boundaries. The Qur’an states that “Allah has made for you
mates from yourselves and made for you out of them, children and grandchildren.”57 The Bible,
in the second chapter of Genesis, reflects the same truth: “And the Lord God said, It is not good
that the man should be alone.”58 The profound importance of the family unit established by
Adam, Eve and their children is recognized in The Torah59 and explained in the Catechism of the
Roman Catholic Church:
The family is the original cell of social life. It is the natural society in which
husband and wife are called to give themselves in love and in the gift of life.
Authority, stability, and a life of relationships within the family constitute the
foundations for freedom, security, and fraternity within society.60
The fundamental truth that the natural family is the basic unit of society, furthermore, extends
beyond the great monotheistic religions of Christianity, Islam and Judaism. The classic Taoist
text, The Chuang Tzu, explains that familial ties are the basis of any stable society because
“[w]hen people are brought together by Heaven, . . . when troubles come, they hold together.”61
Why does the natural family hold us together when troubles come? Because a properly
functioning natural family has extraordinary strength. Perhaps the most extensive study of
adolescent behavior conducted anywhere in the world was completed in 1997 by the American
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Medical Association. That study found that the factors most “significantly related” to a decrease
in risky adolescent behaviors were “parental expectations for scholastic achievement and the
presence of connected, caring parents.”62 As a result, the authors of this study questioned the
ways that many current social policies “threaten family connectedness.”63 They concluded that
“one can only hope” that government at all levels will seek to “develop policies that support
families.”64
We must begin that effort. Because families are the fundamental unit of society,
government policy must stop by-passing the unit that can best strengthen society. Fathers and
mothers, by and large, love their children. Assistance that permits fathers and mothers to work
together to strengthen their families to improve the condition of their children will not only be
more successful than other possible approaches, it will strengthen society itself.
We must call upon society at all levels to return to basic truths regarding the family:
truths that have been recognized for centuries and validated by scientific research in modern
times. The best way to improve society is to improve its families. By contrast, the quickest way
to destroy society is to weaken its families.
We must all see what is lying before our eyes. Society has a shared commitment to the
natural family. The time has come to recognize and act upon it.
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