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For Love and Money: The Impact of Marriage and

Economic Well-Being

| Summary

Married people tend to earn more money and have greater household savings. They are also less likely

to default on debt or live in poverty.

® FEarnings. Married men tend to have greater
earnings than men in cohabiting relationships.
In this sample, married men earned $8,000 more,
on average, than cohabiting men, and married
households had $12,500 more in household
income, on average, than cohabiting couples.!

® Home Ownership. Married individuals are more
likely to own homes and stocks than peers
who are single or divorced. Married individuals
were seven times more likely to own a home than
single individuals and nearly twice (80 percent)
more likely to own stocks. Divorced individuals
were a third (32 percent) less likely to own a home
compared to single individuals. Individuals with
children were 28 percent more likely to own a
home but 20 percent less likely to own stocks,
compared to individuals without children.?

* Affluence. Marriage is associated with greater
likelihood of attaining affluence. Among
individuals between the ages of 45 and 65,
marriage was associated with greater likelihood of
attaining affluence, defined as the family’s income
being ten times the poverty threshold for a given
year, over a number of years. Some 53 percent
of older married individuals have experienced
affluence for five or more years compared to 38
percent of their peers who were not married.?

® Household Wealth. Among individuals nearing
retirement age, being married is associated with
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maintaining household wealth. Being married has
a large effect on household wealth. In this study,
the currently unmarried group experienced a 63
percent reduction in total wealth relative to those
who were married. Being separated, never married,
divorced, cohabiting, or widowed resulted in a 77
percent, 75 percent, 73 percent, 58 percent, and
45 percent reduction in wealth, respectively. Never
married, cohabiting, and divorced individuals fell in
the middle of this continuum. All of these groups
had a significantly lower level of wealth than those
who were married.*

Mortgages. Among individuals who rent,
married individuals are more likely to apply for
mortgages than peers who are single. Among
individuals who rented in 1991, those who were
already married or married between 1991 and
1996 were 31 percent more likely to apply for

a mortgage than single individuals. In a related
finding, households that had an additional child
between 1991 and 1996 were 12 percent more
likely to apply for a mortgage than households
that did not have more children during this period.
Finally, individuals that divorced between 1991
and 1996 were 28 percent less likely to apply for a
mortgage than individuals who remained single.’

Savings. Married-couple households are more
likely to hold savings, checking, or money
accounts than households headed by peers who
are single. Some 95 percent of married-couple
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households held “transaction accounts” (savings,
checking, money market, or call accounts)
compared to 89 percent of households headed
by single males, and 85 percent of households
headed by single females. When other variables
were held constant, single-female households
were 21 percent more likely to hold transaction
accounts than married-couple households.®

® Savings. Among low-income households,
married households are more likely to
accumulate savings than non-married
households. Compared with unmarried low-
income households, married low-income
households, had, on average, (1) higher savings
goals (13 percent higher in the amount they

hoped to save), (2) higher monthly deposit values

(41 percent higher), (3) more deposits (6 percent

more), and (4) higher incomes (33 percent higher).

Economic Well-Being for Women. Marriage
appears to offset the negative effects of a
disadvantaged family background on economic
well-being for women. Women who were married
at the time of the survey were two-third less

likely to be in poverty than women who were not
married. The likelihood of being in poverty was
the same for married women from disadvantaged
families of origin and women who did not come
from a disadvantaged background. The authors
note, “The deleterious effect associated with a
disadvantaged family background is completely
offset by marrying and staying married.”"
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