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Our colleague and friend, the late Dr. David R. Mace, once said, “Nothing in the world 
could make human life happier than to greatly increase the number of happy couples and 
strong families.” Throughout nine editions, our goal in writing Marriages and Families: 
Intimacy, Diversity, and Strengths has been to provide students with information about mar-
riage and family relationships that will help them move toward Mace’s goal.

We have tried to make the concepts and ideas presented in this book useful and meaning-
ful so students will be able to apply them to their own lives. We hope to help students integrate 
intellectual ideas and personal experiences, thereby enriching both. Although the text deals 
with some complex ideas and materials, it is written in a style that is accessible to students new 
to the field of family studies and to those wishing to learn more about intimate relationships.

Intimacy, Strengths, and Diversity
Three distinctive themes have guided our efforts in writing this book, and they are woven 
throughout the text. The first is intimacy, and our focus is on how to develop and maintain 
close relationships. Most people seek connectedness and want to be involved in intimate rela-
tionships, the most intimate being marriage and family. This book is full of ideas, principles, 
and suggestions for building and keeping intimate relationships in your life. As a result, we 
hope this will be a book that you will want to keep and refer to throughout your life.

The second key theme is marital and family strengths. The family strengths perspective 
is based on the premise that if you approach relationships from a “problem-oriented” per-
spective, you will find problems. If you look for strengths, you will find strengths. Growing 
numbers of family educators and family therapists are using this approach today, helping 
families recognize their own strengths and use them as a foundation for positive growth. 
In Chapter 1, we identify a number of strengths that have been found to be present in 
healthy marriages and families all over the world. Throughout the book, we show how these 
strengths help families provide healthy and nurturing settings that promote the growth and 
well-being of individual family members, better enabling them to face the challenges and 
solve the problems they encounter.

Although the theme of marital and family strengths is integrated throughout the book, 
three chapters focus especially on this theme: Chapter 2 highlights the couple and family 
strengths of diverse ethnic and cultural groups, including gay and lesbian couples and fami-
lies; Chapter 14 examines how families can use their strengths to manage stress, abuse, and 
other family issues; and Chapter 16 looks at how families, communities, and cultures can 
work together to build a healthier world in the future.

The third key theme is diversity, and, wherever possible, we consider how concepts, 
research, and theories about the family apply to couples and families of diverse ethnic and 
cultural backgrounds. We also focus on the diversity in structure that characterizes fam-
ilies today, looking at the many different forms that family can take. Diversity in sexual 

Preface

oLs14291_fm_i-xxxii.indd   23 05/12/17   7:52 pm



xxiv Preface

orientation—gay and lesbian relationships and families in our society—is another type of 
diversity we explore. The theme of diversity is introduced in Chapter 1, discussed in detail 
in Chapter 2, and integrated into discussions throughout the book. One of the four catego-
ries of the boxes throughout the text is dedicated to exploring diversity in families.

Family Systems and Family Strengths
We present innumerable theories of family in this book, but we focus especially on family 
systems theory. Recognizing that the family unit is a system of interdependent parts, we 
look at how families maintain themselves, yet change; how family members can be separate, 
yet connected; and how communication facilitates the processes of change and growth. We 
focus on communication and conflict resolution skills as essential tools for creating healthy 
intimate relationships. We also look at how families can learn to function well within the 
larger systems of community and society.

The family strengths perspective was developed by Nick Stinnett, John DeFrain, and 
many of their colleagues across the country and around the world. We use this perspec-
tive throughout the text as a model for understanding and evaluating families. With it, we 
identify and focus on six key qualities of healthy families: commitment, appreciation and 
affection, positive communication, enjoyable time together, spiritual well-being, and the 
ability to manage stress and crisis effectively. The research driving this model has involved 
thousands of family members in the United States and other countries around the world.

In Chapter 3, we introduce the Couple and Family Map, an assessment tool that was 
developed by David Olson and his colleagues. The Couple and Family Map is based on con-
cepts from family systems theory, and it focuses on the three dimensions of cohesion, flexi-
bility, and communication. It has been used in hundreds of studies to help researchers under-
stand and evaluate families. Throughout the text, we cite studies that have used the map as a 
theoretical base. An ongoing family case study, described in the Instructor’s Manual, can be 
used to show students how the Couple and Family Map is applied. Appendix A contains the 
instructions and materials to apply the map to couple and family relationships.

Updates in the Ninth Edition
Like a healthy couple and family, a good textbook needs to identify major issues and change 
over time. We have tried to describe the current issues in marriage and families today and 
identify how these relationships are changing.

The field of relationships, especially marriages and families, is increasingly changing 
and becoming more diverse and complex. Marriage is being preceded and/or replaced by 
cohabitation, and two-parent families are becoming less common. Same-sex couples are 
increasing, as are single parents and people who are choosing not to marry. We will now 
highlight some of the changes we have made in each of the 16 chapters.

Overall, it is important for the reader to know that as we work on a new edition of the 
textbook, we check every citation to be sure that it is the most up-to-date source available. 
In addition, worldwide databases are tapped, organizations that collect the most recent data 
about marriages and family are searched, and the most reliable research and commentary 
are chosen to help keep the book current. This process takes 18 months.

To give the reader an idea of the magnitude of our task, this textbook has more than 
1,500 references. For this ninth edition, we checked each of these references individually 
to make sure they represent the most current research and thinking on the subject; and we 

oLs14291_fm_i-xxxii.indd   24 05/12/17   7:52 pm



Preface xxv

replaced those references which could be updated with new research and commentary. In 
total for this edition, nearly 850 new references were added and more than 700 old refer-
ences were deleted. The task of revising this book took, literally, hundreds of hours. Was it 
worth the effort? You will have to be the judge.

Part I: The Social Context of Intimate 
Relationships
In Chapter 1, Perspectives on Intimate Relationships, we have completely updated national 
statistics on marriage and divorce in America. We have added some new definitions of fam-
ily for the reader, and discussed the controversy between the so-called exclusionists and 
inclusionists. The latest developments in the struggle over same-sex marriage in the United 
States are discussed, followed by new statistics on cohabitation and remarriage. We present 
several propositions on how to look at couples and families from a strengths-based per-
spective, and go on to discuss why, from a statistical perspective, marital relationships look 
stronger than cohabiting relationships. New statistics are featured that show Americans are 
generally pessimistic about the prospects for the country’s economy and for international 
peace in the near future, but the vast majority are optimistic about how they and their fam-
ily will do in the coming year.

A number of major challenges Americans face in the broader social environment are 
described. This section includes the latest statistics on who’s minding the kids, looking at 
the percentages of young children in the care of their parents, other relatives, child care 
centers, or nonrelatives in home-based arrangements. Violence and domestic abuse in this 
country are reviewed using very recent research. The latest data on the problems caused in 
families by tobacco use and excessive alcohol use are reviewed. New research is presented 
on how family socialization has dropped dramatically in recent years, attributed to 
increased internet use. And finally, we have added a section on Family and the Environment, 
which discusses the problem of overpopulation and environmental degradation, and how all 
of us in our families can help protect the earth. For the new Ninth Edition, Chapter 1 has 
been extensively revised and strengthened. 

In Chapter 2, Cultural Diversity and Diversity in Family Structure: Family Strengths and 
Challenges, we have added information about the impact of the 2015 Supreme Court ruling 
to legalize same-sex marriages. There is new information about what the increase in diver-
sity means for the projected U.S. population in the year 2060. Updated information about 
the ethnic population distribution in the United States is included.

Chapter 3, Understanding Marriage and Family Dynamics, features updated sections on 
the past, present, and future of the field of family studies or family science. The latest think-
ing on family systems theory, the international family strengths perspective, the family 
development, symbolic interaction, social construction, and feminist theoretical frame-
works are presented. And the couple and family map show how family dynamics can change 
over time. All references in this chapter have been checked carefully and new material has 
been added in each section. 

Part II: Dynamics of Intimate Relationships
In Chapter 4, Communication and Intimacy, there is new information about how communi-
cation differs between men and women and how this affects couple relationships. The chap-
ter has a new Box about communicating about sex and how lack of communication affects 
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sexual health. In addition, there is an added section about the challenges of gay and lesbian 
couples as they communicate with their friends and family. 

In Chapter 5, Conflict and Conflict Resolution, there is a new section on guidelines for 
couples as they resolve conflict. A recent study about how couples deal with conflict in later 
years has been added in a new Box. Another new Box discusses how to end conflict and 
learn to forgive. There is also new information about conflict between parents and children. 

Chapter 6, Sexual Intimacy, includes new data from a nationwide survey of married cou-
ples which focuses on the quality of their sexual relationship. The story of the international 
HIV/AIDS crisis is updated, more than three decades into the struggle to control the spread 
of the deadly disease. New insights from the National Survey of Sexual Health and Behavior 
are presented. And all the discussions on sexuality in the later years, gay-male and lesbian 
sexual behavior, sexual behavior and young adults, and marital and extramarital behavior 
are revised to include the latest thinking. Chapter 6 concludes with new developments in 
the understanding of sexual dysfunction and sex therapy.

Chapter 7, Gender Roles and Power in the Family, provides the most up-to-date infor-
mation about gender roles, including facts about men and women such as poverty rates, 
educational achievement, labor force participation, use of health care, and being victims 
and perpetrators of crimes. There is also a new Box about ethnic variations about who does 
housework and why this occurs. There is a new section about power in couple relationships. 

Chapter 8, Managing Economic Resources, has become an increasingly important topic 
as it relates to couple and family relationships. There is new information in this chapter 
about how spending money to help others increases one’s sense of well-being. There is a 
new Box about how the Great Recession of 2007 affected fertility rates and also a new Box 
about debt for families in the United States.

Part III: Stages of Intimate Relationships
Chapter 9, Friendship, Love, Intimacy, and Singlehood, features updates of the research in 
all sections of the chapter, including the materials on friends compared to lovers, attach-
ment theory and intimacy, and being single. Highlights focus on how researchers study love 
from a scientific perspective; looking for love on the internet; how straight couples met their 
partner; definitions of singlehood and statistics on singles; and new research explaining 
why marriage is still very popular in the United States, even while singlehood is on the rise.

In Chapter 10, Dating, Mate Selection, and Living Together, we added a new section 
about how dating has changed. There is also a new topic that focuses on recent trends in 
searching for a partner, including an extensive discussion about the use of the internet in 
finding a partner. There are also two new sections that discuss ongoing relationships and 
the challenges of breaking up. 

In Chapter 11, Marriage: Building a Strong Foundation, the latest marriage statistics are 
reported. New information about how marriages fare over time is included. Prayer in mar-
riage has become an increasingly important topic and research about this topic is 
presented.

In Chapter 12, Parenthood: Joys and Challenges, we have added updated information 
about the multiple costs of raising a child. New information about adoption has been 
included. Given that more and more same-sex couples are becoming parents, new informa-
tion about gay and lesbian parenting is provided. A new Box presents the challenges faced 
by a young mother after childbirth.

Chapter 13, Midlife and Older Couples, has been thoroughly revised and updated, includ-
ing the sections on family life in the middle years; middle age as a crisis or opportunity; 
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sexuality in the middle years; the empty nest, spacious nest, or cluttered nest; grandparent-
hood; family life in the later years; long-term marriage; and losing a spouse. Highlights of 
new material in the book include new insights from around the world on how long adult 
children should stay in the nest before they leave home; data from a new, nationally repre-
sentative study of grandparenthood; and an Australian woman who lost her husband to 
cancer writes about the continuing story of her grief. In the eighth edition of this textbook 
she described grief from the perspective of a woman whose husband had died just five 
months to the day before she sat down write. In this ninth edition of the textbook she con-
tinues her story, telling us how her grief has evolved slowly over 4 years as she struggles to 
create a new life without her best friend. 

Part IV: Challenges and Opportunities
In Chapter 14, Stress, Abuse, and Family Problems, new thinking has been added on war 
and how it affects the lives of service members and their families; dating violence and 
domestic violence statistics have been updated; statistics on the effects of alcohol abuse 
have been updated; the material on how the family adjusts to the crisis of alcoholism has 
been enhanced; the section on Alcoholics Anonymous and Al-Anon Family Groups has 
been revised extensively, including an update on the size and scope of these international 
organizations; the material on smoking has been extensively updated; and new statistics are 
presented on deaths each year caused by legal and illegal drugs in the United States.

Chapter 15, Divorce, Single-Parent Families, and Stepfamilies, has a new Box focusing 
on fathers’ experiences with marital separation and other new sections describing the diffi-
cult and bumpy road of adjusting to divorce for all family members. There is also updated 
information about the increasing percentage of households headed by fathers.

Chapter 16, Strengthening Marriages and Families Worldwide, has new material in the 
discussion of the research on global perspectives of family, community, and cultural 
strengths; the section on couple education programs has been updated and strengthened; 
new data from a nationwide survey of the top 10 stumbling blocks for couples is presented; 
and many new Suggested Readings have been added.

Appendices
Appendix A, Couple and Family Scales, based on research over the past 35 years that contin-
ues today, remains helpful to students who want to learn how to describe and assess couples 
and families from a family systems perspective. Having students use these scales to evaluate 
their own family or another family is a very useful and insight-producing assignment. See 
the Activities section at the end of Chapter 3 for more details on the assignment. 

Appendix B, Family Science and Family Research Methods, has been reviewed and all the 
references have been updated to include the most recent citations.

Appendix C, Contraception and Abortion Options, was thoroughly revised with new mate-
rial added in the sections on methods of contraception; abortion laws; abortion procedures; 
and physical and emotional aspects of abortion. Several new Suggested Readings were also 
added. Appendix C is available online. 

Appendix D, Pregnancy and Childbirth, saw complete updates of references, and a major 
revision of the section on alternative approaches to birth, including the latest new methods 
used around the country. The section on infant mortality was also extensively revised. 
Appendix D is available online.
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How We Do Our Job
The field of family studies or family science continues to grow dramatically. Thanks to 
advances in computer technology and search engines scouring massive databases, we have 
been able to update this text to include the most current statistics and cutting-edge research 
studies. As noted earlier, nearly 850 new sources are cited in this volume, carefully gleaned 
from computer-driven searches, searching the top journals in the field of marriage and fam-
ily, and keeping our eyes open literally every day of our lives for interesting new material for 
this textbook.

The tools listed below have proven to be especially useful as we do our job: 

●● Google Scholar is a web search engine owned by Google Inc., and is a widely used 
search engine on scholarly work on the internet. Google receives several hundred 
million queries each day through its various services. We have found Google Scholar 
especially useful when trying to track down the source of different ideas, quotations, 
or data that we have run across. 

●● U.S. government web sites of the federal government provide a wealth of information 
about families that proves useful for textbook writers. Some of our favorite web sites 
include Administration on Aging; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; CIA 
World Factbook; Library of Congress; National Center for Health Statistics; National 
Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence; National Institutes of Health; U.S. 
Bureau of the Census; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services; National 
Youth Violence Prevention Resource Center; U.S. Office of Justice; and the Statisti-
cal Abstracts of the United States.

●● Professional organizations and other useful web sites include the Alan Guttmacher 
Institute; Alliance for Children and Families; American Academy of Pediatricians; 
American Association for Marital and Family Therapy; American Psychological 
Association; Child Trends; Compassionate Friends; Mayo Clinic; M.I.S.S. Founda-
tion; National Healthy Marriage Resource Center; National Council on Family 
Relations; National Marriage Project; Pew Research Center; Planned Parenthood; 
and WebMD.

●● The media provide some of our favorite sources, including The New York Times, The 
Washington Post, Associated Press, The Economist, The Nation, AARP Magazine, Time, 
Newsweek, The New Republic, The Atlantic Monthly, Business Week, Money Magazine, 
NPR, and PBS. 

Finally, but probably most importantly, to update this and every edition of Marriages and 
Families: Intimacy, Diversity, and Strengths, we literally go through every issue of the follow-
ing 12 professional journals, searching for solid and interesting new research and thinking: 
Journal of Marriage and Family, Family Relations, Marriage and Family Review, Journal of 
Family Issues, Journal of Marital and Family Therapy, National Council on Family Relations 
Report, Journal of Family Communication, Child Development, Journal of Family Psychology, 
Family Process, Families in Society, and the Journal of Family and Economic Issues.

Online Resources
The Ninth Edition of Marriages and Families: Intimacy, Diversity, and Strengths is accompa-
nied by a number of supplementary learning and teaching resources available on the Online 
Learning Center web site at www.mhhe.com/olson9e.
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For the Student
AWARE Online. AWARE is a computerized assessment that contains 15 categories that 
match the chapters in the book. After completing the AWARE Online assessment, the 
student receives a 19-page AWARE Personal Report that identifies relationship areas and 
issues that are strengths for the student and problematic issues that need to be considered. 
AWARE helps personalize the course by showing students how their current relationship 
attitudes compare with those of professionals in the field. It also stimulates students’ inter-
est and involvement in the class by highlighting current relationship issues. To learn more 
about AWARE, go to the Online Learning Center web site at www.mhhe.com/olson9e.

Additional Student Resources. The Online Learning Center web site that accompanies 
this text offers a variety of resources for the student. Students will find interactive mul-
tiple choice and true/false chapter quizzes, and an annotated list of other online resources. 
Please visit the text OLC site at www.mhhe.com/olson9e.

For the Instructor
The ninth edition of Marriages and Families is now available online with Connect, McGraw-
Hill Education’s integrated assignment and assessment platform. Connect also offers 
SmartBook for the new edition, which is the first adaptive reading experience proven to 
improve grades and help students study more effectively. All of the title’s web site and ancil-
lary content is also available through Connect, including:

Instructor’s Manual. For each chapter of the text, the Instructor’s Manual provides a 
chapter outline, learning objectives, a chapter summary, a list of key terms, lecture notes, 
suggested activities, and suggested readings. The Instructor’s Manual also can be down-
loaded from the Instructor’s Online Learning Center.

AWARE Online. AWARE is an acronym for AWareness of Attitudes and Relationship 
Expectations. AWARE contains 15 categories that match the chapters in the textbook. After 
the students have completed the AWARE Online assessment, the instructor can view online 
and print a 20-page AWARE Instructor Summary. The summary provides an overview of the 
background areas, along with the strengths and issues for the class on 15 categories and the 
Couple and Family Map. There are several advantages for using AWARE with a class.

●● First, the instructor can quickly and efficiently learn about the relevant relationship 
attitudes of the students in the class.

●● Second, by knowing the strengths and growth areas for the class, the instructor can 
tailor the class to better serve the needs of that class.

●● Third, AWARE provides background information about the students that an instruc-
tor could not easily ask in a class.

●● Fourth, the instructor can provide the class with summary feedback about their 
relationship attitudes for each chapter in the book.

●● Fifth, AWARE personalizes the class for the students and stimulates their interest 
and involvement in the class.

●● Last, AWARE helps engage the students in the class and facilitates greater class 
interaction. For more information about AWARE, go to www.mhhe.com/olson9e.

Test Bank. The Test Bank offers multiple-choice, true/false, short-answer, and essay ques-
tions for each chapter in the text. The Test Bank can be downloaded as a Word file from the 
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Online Learning Center web site at www.mhhe.com/olson9e. A Computerized Test Bank is 
also available on the web site.

PowerPoint® Slides. A collection of tables and figures from the text, augmented by addi-
tional graphics, allows instructors to add visual content to their lectures. The PowerPoint® 
slides are also available on the web site.

Additional Online Resources. The Instructor’s side of the OLC offers access to the stu-
dent chapter quizzes, an annotated list of other online resources and internet exercises. 
The Instructor’s Manual, PowerPoint® slides, and more can be accessed on this web site at 
www.mhhe.com/olson9e.
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2 Part I  The Social Context of Intimate Relationships

Three Themes of Intimacy,  
Strengths, and Diversity
Most people need intimate relationships with other people. Intimacy is sharing intellectually, 
physically, and/or emotionally with another person. In this text we will focus on intimacy in 
marriage and family relationships and on how they are maintained and how they can 
become broken.

Intimacy usually occurs when individuals disclose information about themselves, allow-
ing themselves to become vulnerable, and involves trusting that the other person will not 
use that information to cause harm. Sharing information that involves intimacy usually 
results in receiving support from the other person.

Intimacy will be discussed throughout this book in terms of dating, romance and court-
ship, sexual relationships, communication, dealing with conflict, and other aspects of mar-
riage and couple relationships. Intimacy may look different at different times in the life 
cycle. In addition to having intimacy in couple relationships, intimacy occurs in parent–
child relationships, relationships with extended family, and relationships with others who 
take the place of family. Most intimate relationships go through periods when that close-
ness is threatened or destroyed. Our goal is to provide you with ideas and exercises to help 
you improve your ability to develop and maintain intimate relationships throughout life.

Identifying and focusing on strengths and building on those strengths are essential for 
developing and maintaining successful marriage relationships. The focus of this textbook 
on couple and family strengths provides evidence from the United States and many other 
countries around the world on how families succeed in the face of life’s inherent difficulties 
(DeFrain & Asay, 2007). By concentrating only on a family’s problems and a family’s fail-
ings, we ignore the fact that it takes a positive approach in life to succeed. The family 
strengths perspective is a worldview or orientation toward life and families that is positive 
and optimistic, grounded in research conducted among thousands of couples and families 
globally. It does not ignore family problems but restores them to their proper place in life: as 
vehicles for testing our capacities as families and reaffirming our vital human connections 
with each other. Not all families are strong, of course, but all families have strengths, and 
these strengths can be a foundation for continued growth. When one only looks for prob-
lems in marriages and families, that is all that one will find. By looking for a relationship’s 
strengths, we create a more balanced and realistic picture of the couple and family situa-
tion. Finally, looking for what makes families strong helps us discover knowledge that is 
useful in helping other families. The strong families identified by researchers around the 
world become the experts for teaching other families how to create a happy and resilient 
family environment.

Focusing and building on strengths in relationships will be evident throughout this book 
in relation to couples, marriage relationships, single-parent families, gay and lesbian rela-
tionships and families, parenting practices, relationships in diverse cultures, and life in the 
middle and later years.

Today there is more diversity in family and couple relationships than ever before. There 
are a variety of family structures that are described in this book, including married couples, 
cohabiting couples, gay and lesbian couples, single-parent families, stepfamilies, and grand-
parents raising grandchildren. There is also greater cultural and ethnic diversity in the 
United States than ever before, with minority cultural groups becoming a greater propor-
tion of the total population. These cultural groups bring a wide array of values, beliefs, and 
practices to our understanding of how marriages and families work. It is increasingly chal-
lenging to understand the diversity of couple and family relationships that exist today and 
will continue to increase in the future.
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The three themes of intimacy, strengths, and diversity are critical in understanding cou-
ple and family relationships today. These themes and the research and literature surround-
ing these themes are essential for developing healthy and happy relationships. Knowledge 
about the latest research in each of these areas will help you develop healthy relationships 
and better understand and appreciate those around you.

Defining Marriage and Family
Not as many people today live in the so-called traditional family, with a dad at work and a 
mom at home with the kids—only about 20% of all families in the United States match this 
model (Tavernise, 2011, May 26). And a survey by the Pew Research Center (2015, January 16)  
makes it clear that the image of the American family popularized by television programs like 
“Leave It to Beaver,” which aired from 1957 to 1963, does not reflect family life today. Using 
data from the American Community Survey and the U.S. Census Bureau, Pew researchers 
found that 46% of children under age 18 live in households headed by two heterosexual par-
ents in their first marriage. Compare this to 1960, when 73% of children lived in this kind of 
household, and in 1980 when 61% of children lived with two heterosexual parents in their 
first marriage. The Pew Research team argued, “Rapid changes in American family structure 
have altered the image” of families. “While the old ‘ideal’ involved couples marrying young, 
then starting a family, and staying married till ‘death do they part,’ the family has become 
more complex and less ‘traditional.’ ” In addition to the diverse types of family structure, 
families may vary in cultural or ethnic background, income, size, and longevity. There are 
many possible family structures rather than one “right” way for a family to be organized.

What Is Marriage?
Marriage is by nature a multifaceted institution. We define marriage as the emotional and 
legal commitment of two people to share emotional and physical intimacy, various tasks, eco-
nomic resources, and values.

The following nine characteristics of marriage were identified by the late Carlfred 
Broderick (1992, 1993, 2016). A former president of the National Council on Family Rela
tions, Broderick found these characteristics to be common across income levels, educa-
tional levels, and ethnic and cultural groups in the United States:

●● Marriage is a demographic event. Each marriage creates a social unit in society.
●● Marriage is the joining of two families and social networks. When individuals marry, 

they marry not only each other but their partner’s family and friends. Their social 
network may comprise friends of both partners, but only those friends liked by both 
partners tend to remain friends of the couple.

●● Marriage is a legal contract between the couple and the state. Each state specifies the 
rights and responsibilities of the partners.

●● Marriage is an economic union. A married couple usually becomes a single financial 
unit for most purposes. As a group, married couples are probably society’s most 
important financial decision makers—buying, selling, borrowing, and sharing 
resources as one.

●● Marriage is the most common living arrangement for adults. Few people choose to live 
alone. Marriage is also the most popular living arrangement for adults.

●● Marriage is the context of most human sexual activity. Most married couples rate sexual 
activity positively, especially in the early years.

●● Marriage is a reproductive unit. Most married couples become parents and see parent-
ing as an important goal and a valued purpose in their lives.
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●● Marriage is a unit that socializes children (although children can also be raised by 
single parents, extended families, grandparents, and other caregivers).

●● Marriage is an opportunity to develop an intimate, sharing relationship. Although many 
marriages fail, many others provide a supportive context in which people develop 
and maintain intimacy.

Same-sex marriage. On June 26, 2015, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of the free-
dom to marry for same-sex couples nationwide. In a 5-4 decision in the case of Obergefell v. 
Hodges, the Court wrote: 

No union is more profound than marriage, for it embodies the highest ideals of love, fidelity, 
devotion, sacrifice, and family. . . . [These men and women] ask for equal dignity in the eyes of the 
law. The Constitution grants them that right.

The nation’s highest court explained that the fundamental right to marry is guaranteed 
to same-sex couples by both the Due Process Clause and the Equal Protection Clause of the 
Fourteenth Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (Supreme Court of the United States, 
2015; Freedom to Marry, 2016). 

Gay rights advocates in the United States and around the world hailed the decision as a 
major victory in the struggle for equal protection under the law, while opponents decried 
the decision. 

There are now 16 countries in the world that allow same-sex couples to marry. These 
countries are mostly in the Americas and Europe: Argentina, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, 
Colombia, France, Iceland, Ireland, Luxembourg, Norway, Portugal, South Africa, Spain, 
Sweden, the United States, and Uruguay. Also, certain subjurisdictions of five other coun-
tries (parts of Denmark, Mexico, the Netherlands, New Zealand, and the United Kingdom) 
allow same-sex couples to marry. A similar law in Finland is not yet in force. In addition, as 
of 2015, South Africa is the only African country where same-sex marriage is recognized, 
and no country in Asia allows same-sex marriage ceremonies. Israel accepts same-sex mar-
riages performed overseas (Same-Sex Marriage, 2016). 

There are 196 countries in the world today. Homosexuality is illegal in 76 countries 
(Erasing 76 Crimes, 2016, April 21). There are 10 countries where being gay may be punish-
able by death: Yemen, Iran, Iraq, Mauritania, Nigeria, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, 
and the United Arab Emirates (Washington Post, 2014, February 24).

What Is a Family?
Family can be defined in many ways. One dictionary offers the following definitions 
(Merriam-Webster Dictionary, 2016): 

1.	 A group of people who are related to each other. 

2.	 A person’s children. 

3.	 A group of related people including people who lived in the past.  

There are innumerable other definitions of family, and following is a collection that rep-
resents a diversity of perspectives:

●● A family consists of two or more people (one of whom is the householder) related by birth, 
marriage, or adoption residing in the same housing unit (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016).

●● The term family is an inclusive term for people who “care, support and protect each 
other” (Australian Government, 2008).  

●● A family is a group of two or more people who are related by blood, marriage (regis-
tered or de facto), adoption, step or fostering, and who usually live together in the same 
household. This includes all families such as newlyweds without children, same-sex  
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Strong families are good for 
raising healthy and happy 
children. Extended families 
are a great source of support in 
raising children.
©Hill Street Studios/Blend 
Images LLC

partners, couples with dependent, single mothers or fathers with children, and sib-
lings living together. At least one person in the family has to be 15 years or older. A 
household may contain more than one family (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2013).

●● A family is defined as two or more persons who share resources, share responsibility 
for decisions, share values and goals, and have a commitment to one another over 
time (American Association of Family and Consumer Sciences, 2015).

●● The family is the most important unit of society and functions to fulfill its members’ 
needs for both survival and well-being. “Families” come in many forms. A well-
functioning family enhances its individual members’ ability to function both within 
the family and in the larger community; such a family provides emotional, physical, 
and economic mutual aid to its members. Ideally, family is characterized by intimacy, 
intensity, continuity, and commitment among its members throughout the life cycle 
(Family Service Association, 2012). 

●● The definition of a family “should not rest on fictitious legal distinctions or genetic 
history” but instead should be based on the functional and psychological qualities of 
the relationship: the “exclusivity and longevity” of the relationship; the “level of emo-
tional and financial commitment”; the “reliance placed upon one another for daily 
family services”; and how the couple (members) “conducted their everyday lives and 
held themselves out to society” (Braschi v. Stahl Assocs. Co., 1989).

●● Definitions of the family vary along a continuum with biological conceptions on one 
end of the continuum and social conceptions on the other. Having a child through 
birth would be on the biological end, and adopting a child would be on the social end 
of the continuum. Both are legitimate definitions of family (Holtzman, 2005, 2011).

●● Voluntary family or voluntary kin. People who care for us, support us, and feel like 
family to us, but are not related by blood or law (Braithwaite, 2008; Braithwaite et 
al., 2010).

●● Call it a clan, call it a network, call it a tribe, call it a family. Whatever you call it, 
whoever you are, you need one (Howard, 2002).

How Americans define family is clearly evolving. A research team at Indiana University led 
by sociologist Brian Powell surveyed more than 2,300 people between 2003 and 2010  
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(Berman, 2010, September 15; Powell, Bolzendahl, Geist, & Carr Steelman, 2010). The 
researchers found that “people are moving away from a traditional definition of family towards a 
modern definition of family,” Powell said. “That includes a greater array of living arrangements. 
They’re including a much broader group of people, broader combination of people as families.”

The Indiana research team identified three clusters of Americans, when it comes to defin-
ing family: exclusionists who hold onto a more narrow definition of family; moderates who are 
willing to count same-sex couples as family if children are involved; and inclusionists who have 
a very broad definition of family. In 2010, the researchers found that almost everyone—99.8%—
agreed that a husband, wife, and kids count as a family. Ninety-two percent said that a husband 
and wife without the kids made a family. “Children provide this, quote, ‘guarantee’ that move 
you to family status,” Powell said. “Having children signals something. It signals that there 
really is a commitment and sense of responsibility in a family.”

The researchers also found that 83% of Americans say unmarried couples with children 
are a family. Only 39.6% said that an unmarried man and woman living together were a fam-
ily, but adding kids jumped the number up to 83%. Thirty-three percent said a gay male 
couple was a family. Sixty-four percent said they became a family when they added children. 
This number rose from 54% to 64% between 2003 and 2010. “People right now are really 
reevaluating their views about same-sex couples,” Powell said.

Sixty percent of Americans in 2010 said that if you considered yourself to be a family, 
then you were one.

We personally believe that any definition of family should be broad enough to encom-
pass a range of family structures, dynamics, and functions. Our definition of family is two or 
more people who are committed to each other and who share intimacy, resources, decision-
making responsibilities, and values. This definition is inclusive and allows for diversity in 
family structure, family values, and ethnic and cultural  groups. At a Wimbledon tennis 
match, sisters Venus and Serena Williams were going to play each other and a sports writer 
asked, “Will this match hurt your relationship with your family?” The immediate answer 
was: “Tennis is just a game. Families are forever.”

Trends in Marriage and the Family:  
Change and Continuity
What are marriage and the family like today? Current trends cited by the Pew Research 
Center (2016) include:

More breadwinner moms. A record 40% of all households with children under the age of 
18 include mothers who are either the sole or primary source of income for the 
family, according to U.S. Census Bureau data. The share was just 11% in 1960.

Contemporary parenthood has changed dramatically in the past half century. Dads are 
doing more housework and child care; moms are doing more paid work outside the 
home. Neither dads nor moms have overtaken the other in their “traditional” realms, 
but their roles are converging.

The marriage rate has declined and the marriage age has risen. Barely half of U.S. adults 
are married, continuing a downward trend. In addition, the median age at first 
marriage for men and women has never been higher. 

The American public is sharply divided in its judgments about sweeping changes in the structure of 
the American family. About a third generally accept the changes over the past half century; 
a third are tolerant but skeptical; and a third consider the changes bad for society. 

More than 4 in 10 American adults have at least one step relative in their family—either a 
stepparent, a step or half sibling, or a stepchild.
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There has been a decline in marriage and a rise of new families over the past half century. 
The preeminent family unit of the mid-20th century—mom, dad, and the kids—no 
longer has the stage to itself. A variety of new arrangements have emerged, giving 
rise to a broader and evolving definition of what constitutes a family.

The college marriage gap has reversed. In a reversal of a long-standing marital pattern, 
college-educated young adults are now more likely than young adults lacking a bachelor’s 
degree to have married by the age of 30.

Statistics on divorce, domestic violence, and alcohol and other drug abuse, as well as stories 
of families in crisis, paint a rather negative picture of marriage and family life today. These 
snapshots of troubled families may be newsworthy, but the situations they describe are not new. 
For decades, many respected social scientists have predicted that the institutions of marriage 
and the family would not survive. For example, in 1927, psychologist John B. Watson pre-
dicted, “In 50 years, unless there is some change, the tribal custom of marriage will no longer 
exist.” He believed marriage would disappear because family standards had broken down. In 
1937, Pitirim Sorokin, a respected Harvard sociologist, wrote, “The family as a sacred union of 
husband and wife, of parents and children, will continue to disintegrate” (Bernard, 1970,  
p. 42). Ten years later, Carl Zimmerman, also a Harvard sociologist, noted, “There is little left 
now, within the family itself or the moral code, to hold the family together” (Bernard, 1972).

Although some professionals emphasize the decline of marriage and the family, others 
see them as being in a state of transition. As Ernest Burgess and his colleagues stated in 
1954, “Certainly marriage and the family in the U.S. are in the process of rapid change. But 
is it change for the worse? Perhaps it may be for the better” (Bernard, 1972). In a similar 
vein, David and Vera Mace, pioneers in the marriage and family enrichment movement in 
Great Britain and the United States, argued that “marriage has not failed—it is simply in 
transition” (Mace & Mace, 1980, p. 260). Skolnick and Skolnick (1977), in their classic 
study Family in Transition, clearly illustrated the dramatic changes in family life over the 
centuries. In fact, one of the salient characteristics of the family is its ability to adapt to 
changing times and new challenges.

Today, pessimists and optimists disagree about how to interpret these trends and what to 
do about them. The pessimists see recent changes as an indication that marriage and family 

Strong families enjoy leisure 
activities together.
©Ariel Skelley/Getty Images
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are in serious trouble and are declining in their significance to society. They believe that we 
need to return to a more traditional value system to curtail these negative trends. The opti-
mists, on the other hand, see recent changes as a reflection of the flexibility of marriage and 
family and the ability of these institutions to adapt to the increasing stresses of modern life. 
They believe marriage and the family will survive and thrive.

In fact, marriage and the family have survived over time despite all the predictions of 
their imminent collapse. Moreover, marriage remains the most popular voluntary institu-
tion in our society, with about 85% of the population marrying at least once (Popenoe & 
Whitehead, 2004).

Trends in Marriage and Cohabitation
There are several important trends in the United States that will be briefly described in this sec-
tion: a decline in the percentage of those who are married, an increase in the number of those 
delaying marriage until they are older, an increase in the number of the never married, and an 
increase in the number of couples who choose to cohabit before—or instead of—marrying.

Marriage. Although marriage remains popular in the United States, it is not as popular 
as it once was. The percentage of people over the age of 18 who are married has steadily 
declined. In 1970, 68% of adults were married; in 1980, 66%; in 1990, 62%; and about 60% in 
2000 (see Figure 1.1). In 2006, homes headed by married couples dipped to 49.7% (Roberts, 
2006). This is the first time that married-couple households dipped below 50%, thus mak-
ing married couples a minority in the United States. There are two reasons for this change: 
Many couples are choosing to stay single longer or are choosing to cohabit. There are also 
increased numbers of elderly people who have lost their spouse, which is adding to the 
number of single-family households. In addition, there are increasing numbers of same-sex 
couples who are not typically counted as being married.

More individuals are delaying marriage until their late 20s. Latest statistics indicate that 
the median age for first marriage is 28.4 years for men and 26.5 years for women, the oldest 
in U.S. history. Age at marriage has been on the increase for more than four decades. In 
1960, the median age for a first marriage was 22.8 years for men and 20.3 years for women 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2011a). 
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Marital Status of U.S. Population
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Cohabitation. Unmarried cohabitation, defined as the status of couples who are sexual 
partners, not married to each other, and sharing a household, is particularly common 
among young people. The rise of cohabitation has dramatically reshaped family life in the 
United States. Nearly nonexistent in 1960, the number of cohabiting couples increased 
17-fold and reached 7.5 million by 2010. More than two-thirds of American adults cohabit 
before they marry, and about 40% of children live in a cohabiting family during childhood. 
Most young Americans are spending some time living together outside of marriage, and 
cohabitation commonly precedes marriage. An estimated 60% to 75% of first marriages 
are preceded by cohabitation, and up to 80% to 85% of remarriages (Kennedy & Bumpass, 
2008; Kennedy & Fitch, 2012; Kreider, 2010).  

Trends in Divorce and Remarriage
Although marriage is still popular, it is not necessarily lasting, with new estimates indicat-
ing that the lifetime probability of divorce or separation now falls between 40% and 50% 
(American Psychological Association, 2016; National Marriage Project, 2012, p. 67). 
However, the majority of those getting divorced will remarry.

Divorce. The majority of people who divorce eventually remarry. However, the increases in 
divorce rates in the United States and decline in remarriage rates have led to a steep increase 
in the percentage of adults in this country who are currently divorced. This percentage was 

Cohabitation was once 
rare, but today a majority of 
young men and women of 
marriageable age live together 
without being married for 
some time, and about 40% of 
all children before reaching 
age 16 will spend some time in 
a cohabiting family.
©Don Hammond/Design Pics

oLs14291_ch01_001-036.indd   9 05/12/17   8:25 pm




