© 2016 American Psychological Association
0022-006X/17/$12.00  http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/ccp0000156

Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology
2017, Vol. 85, No. 1, 5-12

Education and Job-Based Interventions for Unmarried Couples Living With
Low Incomes: Benefit or Burden?

Hannah C. Williamson, Benjamin R. Karney, and Thomas N. Bradbury

University of California, Los Angeles

Objective: Government initiatives undertaken to improve the earning potential of disadvantaged unmar-
ried parents assume that job training and additional schooling will strengthen these families, yet
alternative models predict that these same interventions could overwhelm couples’ limited resources,
undermining family stability. Method: We use 3 waves of dyadic data and propensity score analysis to
test these competing perspectives by examining the effects of job-related and school-related interventions
on 3-year marriage rates. The sample consists of unmarried new parents averaging $20,475 in household
income, 52% of whom are African American and 20% of whom are Hispanic/Latino. Results: Marriage
rates decreased, from 17% to 10%, for couples in which men participated in school-related interventions.
Mediation analyses indicate that school-related interventions reduce the amount of time men spend with
their child and the amount of money they contribute to their household, reducing marriage rates in turn.
Marriage rates were unaffected by women’s participation in school-related interventions, and by men’s
and women’s participation in job-related interventions. Conclusion: Implementing economic interven-
tions that increase income while minimizing demands on the limited resources of economically distressed
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couples may prove necessary for strengthening society’s most vulnerable families.

What is the public health significance of this article?

Well-intentioned government programs may cause adverse effects for families if they overlook the
psychological constraints operating upon people living in poverty. The U.S. government invests
hundreds of millions of dollars annually to combat poverty, typically with mixed or small effects.
Emerging principles on the psychology of scarcity and deprivation can be used to improve these
interventions and help reduce the toll of poverty on American families and children.
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The percentage of children born to unmarried parents has increased
sharply over the last half century, from 5% of births in 1960% to 41%
of births in 2013 (Child Trends Databank, 2015). Although approxi-
mately 82% of unwed parents are romantically involved at the time of
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birth and express a strong desire to marry, only 15% do so by the time
their child is 5 years old (McLanahan, 2009b). Many of these couples
live in poverty when their child is born and their children, in turn, are
more likely than poor children of married parents to encounter a host
of cognitive, emotional, and social problems, and to live in poverty as
adults (Amato, 2005; McLanahan, 2009b). Stabilizing these partner-
ships is a central element in government-sponsored efforts to improve
the outcomes of children born to unmarried parents, and toward this
end more than $600 million has been invested in programs designed
to encourage couples to consider longer-term commitments (Man-
ning, Brown, Payne, & Wu, 2014). Unfortunately, large-scale ran-
domized controlled tests of these relationship-focused programs have
proven to be ineffective for increasing marriage rates and relationship
stability (Wood, Moore, Clarkwest, & Killewald, 2014; see Cowan &
Cowan, 2014, for a discussion of other outcomes), highlighting in-
stead the need to target couples’ economic capacities directly in order
to promote family stability (Johnson, 2012).

Stabilizing vulnerable families by targeting their financial pros-
pects finds broad support in prominent psychological models of
contextual influences on development and social relationships
(e.g., Belsky, 1984; Bronfenbrenner, 1986; Conger & Elder, 1994;
Karney & Bradbury, 1995) and in associated empirical findings.
For example, among those transitioning to parenthood, unmarried
couples report less formal education, lower incomes, and higher
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unemployment rates than married couples (McLanahan, 2009b),
and they identify financial instability as their biggest obstacle to
marriage (Gibson-Davis, Edin, & McLanahan, 2005; Edin, 2000).
Removing this obstacle with education, job training, and job
placement interventions does indeed alter trajectories of family
formation, as enhanced financial standing enhances earnings and
asset accrual of low-income individuals and, in turn, increases
marriage rates (see Schneider, 2015, for a review). Though prom-
ising, the immediate relevance of this evidence for stabilizing poor
families remains uncertain: Because individuals are the unit of
analysis in these prior studies, we can only conclude that improved
earning potential increases the chances that an individual will
marry any partner. Left unanswered is the critical question of
whether it is possible to improve the financial prospects of unmar-
ried new parents as a unit and, in turn, provide their child with a
more stable family setting. The present study addresses this ques-
tion, with a specific focus on (a) whether education-based and
employment-based interventions increase marriage rates among
unmarried new parents living with low incomes and on (b) the
economic and relational factors that might mediate any such as-
sociations.

Though it is theoretically and empirically plausible that eco-
nomic interventions will yield benefits for couples and families,
mounting evidence from psychological science points to a com-
pelling alternative possibility. Virtually all aspects of human cog-
nition have built-in limitations, of course (e.g., Baddeley, 1992;
Luck & Vogel, 1997), and environmental stress further reduces
these capacities (McEwen, 2012). To the extent that economic
deprivation compromises cognitive processes, judgment, and de-
cision making, interventions that demand effort and adaptation
from low-income individuals may carry costs in the short term that
vulnerable families must absorb before realizing any longer-term
benefits. Evidence for this possibility comes from a series of
experimental and observational studies demonstrating decreased
cognitive performance among low-income individuals when faced
with the prospect of a financial challenge (e.g., a large car repair
bill, nearing the end of one’s annual lump sum income; see
Gennetian & Shafir, 2015; Mani, Mullainathan, Shafir, & Zhao,
2013; Shah, Mullainathan, & Shafir, 2012).

Extended to the problem of improving the welfare of young,
unmarried parents living with low incomes, this alternative view
suggests that imposing even well-intentioned demands upon an
already taxed family system may compete with their more imme-
diate priorities. For example, the time and effort involved in
completing an educational degree or job-training program may
come at the expense of parenting, working to support the family,
maintaining the relationship, and supporting one’s partner as a
parent and wage earner. Because poverty induces an understand-
able focus on acute needs at the expense of distant goals (Shah et
al., 2012), decisions to marry among people living in poverty may
pivot less on the uncertain long-range benefits of demanding
interventions and more on how partners evaluate one another’s
contributions to pressing concerns arising within the family. As a
consequence, work- and school-related interventions for lower-
income new parents could create, and draw attention to, incom-
pletely fulfilled family responsibilities, paradoxically reducing
rather than increasing marriage rates. Indeed, there is preliminary
evidence to suggest that educational gains made after entering into
a relationship have a destabilizing effect on marriages, though this

work was correlational and not experimental (Lyngstad, 2004;
Tzeng & Mare, 1995).

The purpose of this study is to test (a) whether unmarried new
parents’ participation in job assistance or additional schooling
increases or decreases their likelihood of marrying and (b) whether
fulfillment of economic responsibilities (i.e., earned income, fi-
nancial support of child) and relational roles (i.e., daily contact
with child, partner perceptions of parenting quality, judgments of
relationship satisfaction) mediate any effects of educational inter-
ventions on marriage. If the rationale underlying federal educa-
tional and job-training programs for low-income couples is correct,
individuals receiving these interventions should become better
providers and be perceived by their mates as fulfilling key social
roles within the family, thus increasing marriage rates above those
of couples not receiving these interventions. In contrast, if educa-
tional and job-training interventions impose a burden on the lim-
ited resources of new parents living with low incomes, then these
interventions will detract from fulfillment of immediate financial
and family needs, decreasing marriage rates relative to those
couples in which partners do not participate in these programs.

Testing these competing views requires longitudinal data col-
lected from unmarried new-parent couples living with low in-
comes who received educational and employment interventions,
along with control data from otherwise equivalent couples who did
not receive these interventions. Data from the Building Strong
Families program evaluation (BSF; Wood, Moore, Clarkwest,
Killewald, & Monahan, 2012) are well suited for this purpose.
Comprised of more than 5,000 unmarried couples with low in-
comes who were either new parents or expecting a child, BSF was
a randomized controlled trial testing the effects of relationship
education programs on relationship formation; these interventions
have been shown to have no effect on 3-year relationship outcomes
(Wood et al., 2014). At the same time, large subsamples of BSF
couples received education-based assistance (such as working to-
ward a GED) and job-based assistance (such as a work training
program), providing a valuable opportunity to examine whether
these economic interventions stabilize families and how they
might do so. Because individuals were not randomly assigned to
education and job interventions, we use propensity score analysis,
a commonly used statistical method for equating treatment and
control groups outside of a randomized controlled trial design
(e.g., Austin, 2011; West et al., 2014), thus strengthening infer-
ences about any effects of job- and school-related interventions on
3-year marriage rates.

Method

Participants

The present sample is drawn from the Building Strong Fami-
lies (BSF) project (http://www.icpsr.umich.edu/icpsrweb/ICPSR/
studies/29781), which was conducted from 2005 to 2011 by Math-
ematica Policy Research with funding from the Office of Planning,
Research, and Evaluation in the U.S. Administration for Children
and Families, Department of Health and Human Services. The
sample consists of 5,102 heterosexual couples who were expecting
a baby or had a baby in the preceding 3 months. Most participants
were African American (52%), with Hispanic/Latino participants
making up 20% of the sample and White participants making up
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12% of the sample. Forty-eight percent of men had graduated from
high school, 13% had a GED, and 34% had no high school degree.
Fifty-three percent of women had graduated from high school, 8%
had a GED, and 33% had no high school degree. Both partners had
completed high school in 37% of couples. Women were 23.5 years
old (SD = 4.7) and men were 25.8 years old (SD = 6.1). Forty-two
percent of couples were comprised of at least one member below
the age of 21. Men had a median annual income in the $10,000—
$14,999 range; for women $1-$4,999 was the median annual
income.

Procedure

Recruitment and screening. BSF was implemented in eight
sites around the country, each of which enrolled between 342 and
1,010 couples (see Dion, Avellar, & Clary, 2010, for more details).
Sites enrolled as many eligible couples as possible during their
unique sample intake period (approximately 2 years), ending en-
rollment on a predetermined date (see Wood, Moore, Clarkwest,
Hsueh, & McConnell, 2010, for more details). Couples were
eligible to participate if (a) both members of the couple agreed to
participate, were 18 years of age or older, understood the language
in which BSF services were offered (English, and in some loca-
tions, Spanish), and gave no indication of relationship violence;
and (b) the couple were romantically involved, expecting a baby
together or had a baby that was younger than 3 months old, and
were unmarried at the time their baby was conceived. The current
analyses excluded 348 couples who married between the time their
baby was conceived and enrollment in the study, leaving 4,754
unmarried couples.

Follow-up assessments. A follow-up telephone interview was
conducted separately with mothers and fathers about 15 months
after couples enrolled in the program. Eighty-three percent of
mothers and 72% of fathers responded to the 15-month survey; at
least one parent responded in 4,425 couples (87% of all couples).
A second follow-up telephone interview was conducted separately
with mothers and fathers about 36 months after couples enrolled in
the program. Eighty percent of mothers and 69% of fathers re-
sponded to the 36-month survey; at least one parent responded in
4,427 couples (85% of all couples).

Measures

Interventions. Participation in a school-based intervention
since baseline was assessed at the 15-month follow-up by asking
participants, “Have you taken any classes to finish high school, get
a GED, or learn English?”” Responses were coded such that 1 = yes
and O = no. Participation in a job-based intervention since baseline
was assessed with two questions at the 15-month follow-up. Par-
ticipants responding “yes” to either “Have you participated in a job
training program?” or “Have you participated in a program to help
you find a job?” or to both would be coded 1 = yes. Participants
who responded “no” to both items were coded 0.

Relationship satisfaction. Relationship satisfaction at the 15-
month follow-up was measured using a six-item scale. Items were
scored on a 4-point scale, with 1 = strongly agree, 2 = agree, 3 =
disagree, and 4 = strongly disagree. All items were reverse-coded,
then averaged to form the final score for each individual. Coeffi-
cient alpha was .83 for men and .83 for women. Sample items

include the following: “[FATHER/MOTHER] and I enjoy doing
even ordinary, day-to-day things together” and “[FATHER/
MOTHER] listens to me when I need someone to talk to.”

Perception of partner’s parenting. This construct was mea-
sured with a five-item scale that each participant answered about
the child’s other parent. Items were scored on a 4-point scale, with
1 = strongly agree, 2 = agree, 3 = disagree, and 4 = strongly
disagree. All items were reverse-coded, then summed to form the
final score for each individual. Coefficient alpha was .88 for men
and .90 for women. Example items include the following: “I am
satisfied with the responsibility [FATHER/MOTHER] takes for
raising [CHILD]” and “[FATHER/MOTHER] is the type of father/
mother I want for [CHILD].”

Daily contact with child. Daily contact was measured with a
single item at the 15-month follow-up that asked mothers and
fathers, “In the past month, how often [have/has] [you/FATHER]
spent one or more hours a day with [CHILD]?” Response options
included the following: “every day or almost every day,” “a few
times a week,” “a few times in the past month,” “once or twice,”
and “never.” If both partners responded “every day or almost every
day,” this item was coded as 1; any other response combination
was coded as 0.

Financial support of child. This construct was measured
with a single item given to mothers at the 15-month follow-up that
asked,

Parents deal with meeting the expenses of raising a child in different
ways. When answering the next question, I'd like you to think about
all the expenses associated with raising [CHILD] such as [his/her]
food, clothing, medical expenses, diapers, and any other costs of
raising [him/her]. How much of the cost of raising [CHILD] does
[FATHER] cover?

Items were scored on a 5-point scale, with 1 = little or none, 2 =
less than half, 3 = about half, 4 = more than half, and 5 = all or
almost all.

Income. Income at the 15-month follow-up was assessed
through a series of questions. Respondents were first asked, “Did
you work for pay in the past month?” If they responded “no,” their
income was set to $0. Participants responding “yes” were asked,
“What were your total earnings in the past month, before taxes and
other deductions, including tips, commissions, and overtime?”
Respondents who reported that they did not know their exact
income or did not want to report their income were asked to choose
an income range (with options ranging from “Less than $500” to
“Between $5,500 and $6,000”). Each of these respondents was
assigned the mean value of the range as their income.

Marriage. To determine whether couples were married at the
36-month follow-up, both participants were asked, “Are you and
[PARTNER] married, divorced, separated, or have you never been
married to each other?” Two percent of couples disagreed on their
marital status. Disagreements were handled by categorizing a
couple as married only if both members of the couple reported that
they were married.

Propensity Score Model

Sixty-six variables measured at baseline were entered into the
propensity score model. This includes 1 dummy variable for initial
randomization into the treatment or control groups, 7 dummy
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variables representing the eight program sites, and 29 variables for
each partner, representing the following constructs: age, ethnicity,
race, language spoken, education, current pregnancy status,
whether pregnancy was planned, length of time couple has known
each other, whether the couple lives together, number of children
the couple has together, number of children each partner has with
another partner, employment status, amount of time unemployed,
receipt of public assistance, depressive symptoms, social support
available, attendance at religious services, relationship satisfaction,
and attitudes about marriage and parenting. These variables were
chosen because they were theorized to have influenced participa-
tion in the intervention or the outcome (West et al., 2014). The full
list of covariates is provided in online supplemental Table 1.

Analytic Plan

Propensity scores to estimate the likelihood of receiving the job
assistance and education interventions, based upon the 66 baseline
covariates, were calculated separately to test the effects of these
two types of economic interventions independently. Propensity
scores were calculated using the pscore command in Stata (version
13.1), using logistic regression. Participants who received the
intervention were matched with an individual who did not receive
the intervention but had a very similar likelihood of having re-
ceived the intervention, based on their propensity score. Matches
were made using the psmatch2 command (Leuven & Sianesi,
2003) using 1:1 nearest neighbor matching without replacement,
with a caliper of .025.

After the four matched data sets were created (father education,
father job assistance, mother education, and mother job assis-
tance), traditional multivariate statistics were applied to test the
research questions (Guo & Fraser, 2009). To examine whether
couples who received the economic interventions were more likely
to marry than couples who did not, tests of the difference between
two independent proportions (Newcombe, 1998) were conducted
to determine whether the proportion of couples who married by
36-months was significantly different between the intervention and
control groups.

To test whether relational or financial mechanisms explain the
effect of the economic intervention, a series of mediational anal-
yses was conducted for the interventions which had a significant
effect on the outcome, using linear and logistic regression. Indirect
effects were calculated with bootstrapped confidence intervals to
determine whether the indirect effect through each of the media-
tors was statistically reliable.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Of the 4,425 couples with data at the 15-month follow-up, 391
(7.7%) men and 574 (11.3%) women reported receiving education,
and 823 (16.1%) men and 907 (17.8%) women reported receiving
job assistance. Of the 4,427 couples with data at the 36-month
follow-up, 854 (16.8%) couples reported that they were married at
the 36-month follow-up.

Propensity Score Matching

To determine whether the propensity score matching success-
fully created matched pairs who were equivalent at baseline, a

chi-squared difference test was conducted comparing the treatment
and control groups on the 66 covariates before and after matching.
In all four of the propensity score calculations, the covariates were
significantly different before matching and not significantly dif-
ferent after matching (online supplemental Table 2 presents chi-
squared statistics). Each of the 66 covariates was also individually
tested after matching using a matched-samples ¢ test to determine
whether the treatment and control groups were significantly dif-
ferent. All ¢ statistics were nonsignificant (see online supplemental
Table 1 for all r statistics), indicating that the matching was
successful and that matched pairs did not differ on any measured
characteristic.

The majority of treatment cases were matched to a control case
that was sufficiently similar. However, a small number of treat-
ment cases were “off support” indicating that there was not a
control case with a propensity score within .025 of the propensity
score of the treatment case. These cases (11 for mother education,
6 for father education, 35 for mother job assistance, and 7 for
father job assistance; see online supplemental Table 2 for a sum-
mary) were excluded from analyses. The final sample sizes for
analysis were as follows: n = 730 for mother education, n = 518
for father education, n = 1,176 for mother job assistance, and n =
1,132 for father job assistance.

Likelihood of Marriage

Job assistance intervention. Couples in which the mother
received a job assistance intervention (including job training and
job search assistance) were no more likely to marry than couples
who did not receive this intervention (15.5% vs. 14.8%; difference
in proportions = .007; 95% confidence interval [CI] [—.034,
.048]). Similarly, no effect was found for couples in which the
father received job assistance (17.5% vs. 15.9%; difference in
proportions = .016; 95% CI [—.028, .059]).

Education intervention. Couples in which the mother re-
ceived an education intervention (including taking courses to
finish high school, earn a GED, or learn English) were no more
likely to marry than couples who did not receive this interven-
tion (16.7% vs. 17.5%; difference in proportions = .008; 95%
CI [—.047, .063]). However, couples in which the father re-
ceived an education intervention were less likely to marry than
those in which the father did not receive the education inter-
vention (9.7% vs. 17.0%; difference in proportions = .073;
95% CI [.015, .132]) (see Figure 1).'

! To test whether the negative effect of father’s receipt of an educational
intervention on marriage was specific to any subgroups, we tested whether
age (one or both partners under 21 vs. both partners over 21), BSF random
assignment status (program vs. control), participation in group relationship
education (participated vs. did not participate), mother’s participation in an
education intervention (participated vs. did not participate), and change in
employment status (unemployed to employed vs. continued unemployed)
moderated the effects. For all five variables, the proportion of couples in
which the father received the educational intervention who went on to
marry was not significantly different between the two groups. See online
supplemental Table 3 for the proportions of couples who married in each
group and the chi-squared statistics.
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Figure 1. Three-year marriage rates for men and women who did and did
not receive job assistance and education interventions. * Intervention and
control groups are significantly different (difference in proportions = .073;
95% confidence interval [.015, .132]).

Mediation

As couples in which the father received the education interven-
tion were less likely to marry 3 years later, we tested whether this
effect was accounted for by the proposed relational and financial
mediators. Mediators were tested simultaneously, though the re-
sults remained unchanged when each mediator was tested individ-
ually.

Receipt of the education intervention was not associated with
mother’s relationship satisfaction (3 = —0.30, p = .76), father’s

relationship satisfaction (3 = —0.32, p = .75), mother’s percep-
tion of father’s parenting (3 = —1.22, p = .23), and father’s
income (B = —1.35, p = .18) at 15 months. Similarly, 15-month

mother relationship satisfaction (3 = 1.54, p = .12), mother
perception of father’s parenting (3 = —0.01, p = .99), and father
income (3 = 0.34, p = .734) were not associated with marriage at
36 months.

However, receipt of the education intervention was significantly
negatively associated with father daily contact with the child
(B = —1.94, p = .05) and father financial support of the child
(B = —2.13, p = .03) at 15 months. These variables were signif-
icantly positively associated with marriage at 36 months (8 = 2.08,
p = .04; B = 2.57, p = .01) and the indirect effect of the education
intervention on marriage through these two variables was significant
(95% CI [—.053, —.001]; 95% CI [—.059, —.004]). Thus, men who
were involved in the education intervention at baseline were less
likely to see their child on a daily basis and contributed less to the
financial needs of the child 15 months later, which led to a decreased
likelihood of marrying the mother of their child by the 36-month
follow-up. Figure 2 presents the full mediational model. Additionally,
online supplemental Figure 1 presents the results of a mediational
analysis of the effect of father’s receipt of the job-training interven-
tion.

Discussion

By improving the economic potential of new parents living with
low incomes, government programs aim to stabilize the relation-
ships of unmarried couples, promote the well-being of their chil-
dren and, ultimately, disrupt the cycle of poverty. Although eco-
nomically vulnerable families are assumed to be capable of

withstanding the short-term costs that these programs entail,
emerging work in psychology offers the competing view that
poverty limits the resources available to people living with low
incomes, thwarting efforts to improve their longer-term financial
standing. Building upon this perspective, we reasoned that partic-
ipation in education-based programs (i.e., taking classes to finish
high school, get a GED, or learn English) and job-assistance
programs (i.e., participating in job training or job search assis-
tance) might detract from partners’ already-taxed economic and
relational capacities, draw attention to these shortcomings, and
paradoxically destabilize couple relationships. Thus we evaluated
the competing predictions that education-based and employment-
based programs could increase or decrease marriage rates, using a
sample of unmarried new parents earning ~$20,000 annually
drawn from the larger Building Strong Families project.

Results demonstrate that men’s and women’s participation in
job-based programs, and women’s participation in an education-
based intervention, failed to improve marriage rates. Men’s par-
ticipation in an education-based intervention did affect marriage
rates, however, reliably reducing their likelihood of marriage over
3 years. Mediational analyses suggest that this effect emerges
because participation in the intervention interfered with two key
avenues by which parents invest in their children, decreasing the
amount of time and the amount of money these men were able to
devote to raising their child (Thomson & McLanahan, 2012).
Thus, the very vulnerabilities that make these families ideal can-
didates for economic interventions may inadvertently undermine
their capacity to benefit from them.

Several considerations temper the conclusions we are able to
draw from this analysis. First, we emphasize that couples in this
study were not randomly assigned to the education and job inter-
ventions. Propensity scores (Austin, 2011) strengthened our ability
to make causal claims, and allowed us to control for 66 baseline
variables, yet the possibility remains that unmeasured variables
could account for the observed findings. Nevertheless, some con-
fidence can be gained from our use of a large and diverse sample,
a three-wave 3-year longitudinal design, and a clear and socially
significant outcome measure. More critically, we did not observe

Mother
Relationship
Satisfaction

Father
Relationship
Satisfaction

Father Daily
Contact with
Child
Father 2540

-2.10*

Mother
Perception of
Father's
Parenting

Marriage

Intervention

Father Financial
Support of Child

Father
Income

Figure 2. The negative association between educational interventions
and 36-month marriage rates is mediated by reductions in fathers’ daily
contact with the child and fathers’ financial support of the child after 15
months. Values shown are standardized regression coefficients. * p < .05;
p < .0l
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any simple selection effects, whereby individuals’ greater inclina-
tion to participate in interventions would eventuate in more ben-
efits and higher marriage rates.

Second, the current study is comprised of young couples with
relatively few years of formal education and very low incomes, all
in the early stages of parenthood. The larger population that this
group of families represents is an important focus of policy initia-
tives in the United States, yet we must caution that the effects
observed here may not generalize to other couples, including
unmarried parents with higher levels of social advantage and
greater economic security. Generalizability is limited further by
the fact that this study took place during a time of unprecedented
economic upheaval in the United States (2005-2011), with down-
turns in housing and employment that worsened the already-
unambiguous income disparities between the wealthy and the poor
(Piketty & Saez, 2014). These conditions might have suppressed
marriage rates in this study, while also rendering any educational
and job-training programs less effective or less attractive to par-
ticipants and their partners. The broader implication is that family
formation and stability are likely tied to these inequities and to the
large-scale economic trends that drive them (Jacobsen & Mather,
2010). While our data cannot speak to these associations or how to
mitigate them, our findings do suggest that optimizing the benefits
produced by educational and job-related initiatives during parent-
hood will likely require understanding of the chronic demands that
lower-income partners face and how these demands moderate the
uptake of these initiatives.

Third, participants in this study were unmarried, and because
marriage rates were the sole criterion variable of interest in this
study, our findings cannot be extended to other important out-
comes like relationship satisfaction or coparenting. Marriage on
average tends to provide partners and their children with a number
of advantages compared to other family structures such as living
with cohabiting parents or a single parent (e.g., Brown, 2004), and
it was for this reason that facilitating transition to marriage was the
overriding goal within the larger Building Strong Families project.
We adopted this same goal within our analyses, but recognize at
the same time that encouraging marriage might not be appropriate
for all couples, and that other forms of relationships should not be
treated as inferior or inadequate. Relationship status can be fluid,
and cohabitation arrangements dynamic and complex, particularly
among unmarried couples living with low incomes (e.g., Nepom-
nyaschy & Teitler, 2013). Assessments in BSF likely underesti-
mated this heterogeneity, limiting the conclusions we could draw
here about intervention effects but also highlighting the need for
greater sensitivity in future studies to the various forms that
relationships can take among unmarried and disadvantaged popu-
lations.

Fourth, we cannot claim that the null and adverse effects iden-
tified here will generalize to other government programs with
similar goals. These programs are themselves highly heteroge-
neous, and they were not sampled here in any systematic manner;
other existing programs may well have yielded stronger effects on
economic capacity and on relationship outcomes. Nevertheless, at
minimum our work does suggest the need for caution before
assuming that the intended beneficiaries of couple-directed pro-
grams have the time and resources needed to make lasting changes
to their earning potential. The present findings do imply further
that even interventions aimed primarily at individuals are likely to

have ramifications for people close to that individual. We do not
know whether the full range of such spill-over effects was con-
sidered when individuals were directed toward educational or
job-training programs, but we would argue that the success of
these programs may depend on a careful assessment of couples’
unique strengths, goals, and opportunities. For example, some
couples might thrive with both partners working or training for
better jobs, some might prefer a traditional male-breadwinner
model, while others still might function best with the female
partner in the workforce while the male partner takes primary
responsibility for childcare.

Fifth, this work is limited by a lack of pre-post data on whether
the interventions successfully altered economic factors, such as job
attainment and income. The absence of group differences on
income at 15 months does suggest that interventions failed to
generate their intended effects, but we cannot know whether this
factor alone explains why programs failed to improve marriage
rates. The possibility remains that programs that do generate
sustained improvement in income or economic capacity for cou-
ples could offset the detrimental effects—that is, the short-term
reductions in money and time available for one’s family—imposed
by the interventions on the couple. Further research is needed to
understand how stress and economic disadvantage impose limits
on couples’ capacities to incorporate new resources into their lives,
how those limits might be managed or overcome, and whether
doing so might promote family stability. Our data suggest, for
example, that offering financial support in conjunction with
education-based interventions (e.g., GED or English as a Second
Language classes) could offset the demands that those interven-
tions create for couples living with low incomes, perhaps leading
to more stable unions. Randomized controlled trials, even those
relatively small in scale, could provide valuable information on
whether this is a viable strategy.

Some specificity in interpreting our main findings comes from
the absence of effects for women’s participation in job-based and
education-based interventions (16% vs. 15% marriage rates and
17% vs. 17%, respectively; see Figure 1) and for men’s receipt of
job-based assistance (18% vs. 16%). Why is it that only men’s
participation in education-based programs proved costly to even-
tual marriage rates? In other studies of unmarried couples with
lower incomes, mothers have been identified as family gatekeep-
ers, with authority to decide whether fathers will be involved with
their child, live with the family, and enter into marriage (e.g., Edin,
2000). Mothers’ decisions to marry are assumed to depend heavily
on their perceptions of fathers’ contributions to the household,
especially fathers’ financial contributions, in that mothers may
disengage from fathers who are not able to provide financially for
them and their children (Edin & Reed, 2005). Our mediational
results are consistent with this view, in that the apparent effects of
education-based interventions on marriage were mediated by
men’s financial contributions. Moreover, Edin (2000) argued that
new mothers are disinclined to marry men judged to be inadequate
providers, even if these men are otherwise acceptable as fathers
and mates. In our study, partners of men participating in an
education-based intervention did not experience lower levels of
relationship satisfaction, nor did they perceive fathers as worse
parents; nevertheless, independent of these relational factors,
mothers were reliably less likely to marry these men (see Figure 2).
This apparent salience of financial considerations in decisions to
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wed also may explain why we observed adverse effects for men’s
educational training but not for their job training: Only the former
reliably reduced the financial support fathers provided to their new
family. This reduction in financial contributions to their child may
be especially costly for nonresident fathers, whose ability to spend
time with their child—the other factor that contributed to de-
creased marriage rates—seems predicated on their financial con-
tributions (Carlson, VanOrman, & Turner, 2016).

The absence of relationship satisfaction as a mechanism leading
to marriage highlights possible differences in the relationship
processes that low-income couples experience compared to more
affluent couples. Among middle-class couples, relationship satis-
faction reliably predicts later relationship status (Karney & Brad-
bury, 1995; cf. Lavner & Bradbury, 2012). Yet for low-income
couples, partners likely weigh a host of other factors, including
financial stability, employment, contributions to the household,
and parenting (Gibson-Davis, Edin, & McLanahan, 2005) when
making decisions about their relationship status. Future research
on the extent to which judgments of satisfaction affect the pro-
gression of relationships of low-income couples will help deter-
mine the best ways to incorporate this factor into future interven-
tions aimed at stabilizing relationships.

A number of alternative explanations could account for the
results we report here. First, the decreased marriage rate we
observed may reflect a delay in marrying rather than a decision not
to marry at all. For example, if the men in this study have only
recently completed educational programs, improvements in their
economic capacity may not yet be apparent at the time of our final
assessment. Both partners may be waiting to see whether the
intervention is going to pay off in terms of meeting the “economic
bar” for marriage (Gibson-Davis, 2007), and a longer follow-up
interval may have captured this effect. Alternatively, men who
improve their economic prospects by participating in educational
or job-related training programs may find that they have become
more desirable mates to other women (e.g., Greitemeyer, 2007),
and therefore may choose not to marry the mother of their child
because of their increased comparison level for alternatives (Thi-
baut & Kelley, 1959). Intervention studies that incorporate more
intensive assessments of participants, including qualitative inter-
views, would allow us to better understand their experience, in-
cluding how the decision of whether to marry unfolds over time.

Of course, the many children growing up in poverty is a reflec-
tion of a larger societal problem in the United States. The propor-
tion of families living in poverty at any given time has remained at
approximately 14% for the past 30 years (DeNavas-Walt & Proc-
tor, 2015), and more than 50% of the U.S. population experiences
poverty at some time before the age of 65 (Rank & Hirschl, 1999).
Comprehensive economic and social reforms that decrease income
disparities, provide educational and work opportunities for disad-
vantaged populations, and provide a safety net for the most vul-
nerable families are needed to prevent children from growing up
impoverished. However, until poverty in the United States is
eradicated there will be impoverished families raising children and
there will be a need for interventions to help these families en-
hance their economic circumstances and their family relationships.

The central implication of this work is that imposing new
demands on vulnerable families can create long-term disadvantage
by depleting an already-deficient set of resources, particularly
when those demands reduce fathers’ financial contributions. In our

analysis of unmarried new parents living in poverty, fewer than
20% went on to marry 36 months later. While we might have
expected education-based interventions to stabilize these families
and increase marriage rates, neither job training nor education
programs, for men or for women, achieved this goal. Instead, men
participating in education-based training programs contributed less
time and money to the upbringing of their child and, in turn, 10%
of these men went on to marry the child’s mother, as compared to
17% of comparable men not participating in these programs. These
findings draw attention to the possibility that participation in
well-intentioned and even potentially effective interventions can
be onerous for couples living with few resources, and they argue
that the immediate demands of living in poverty must be contained
before any benefits of burdensome interventions can be realized.
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