
Why Marriage Matters for Adults
Is marriage an old-fashioned, outmoded institution? Is it merely a piece of
paper, having no real impact on our lives?

by Glenn Stanton

Researchers are finding that marriage has a much greater impact in our lives than many have assumed. This is especially true
in the area of adult health and well-being. Sociologist Linda Waite and researcher Maggie Gallagher explain, "The evidence
from four decades of research is surprisingly clear: a good marriage is both men's and women's best bet for living a long and

healthy life."1 Men and women who are in their first marriages, on average, enjoy significantly higher levels of physical and
mental health than those who are either single, divorced or living together. The research on this is very strong.

Leading social scientist, James Q. Wilson, explains:

"Married people are happier than unmarried ones of the same age, not only in the United States, but in at least
seventeen other countries where similar inquiries have been made. And there seems to be good reasons for
that happiness. People who are married not only have higher incomes and enjoy greater emotional support,
they tend to be healthier. Married people live longer than unmarried ones, not only in the United States but

abroad."2

Research conducted at the University of Massachusetts concludes,

"One of the most consistent observations in health research is that the married enjoy better health than those

of other [relational] statuses."3

Dr. Robert Coombs of UCLA reviewed more than 130 empirical studies published in this century on how marriage impacts

well-being. He found that these studies indicate "an intimate link between marital status and personal well-being."4

Alcoholism

Coombs, in his review, found that 70 percent of chronic problem drinkers were either divorced or separated, and only 15

percent were married. Single men are more than three times as likely to die of cirrhosis of the liver.5

Long and Healthy Life

Unmarried people spend twice as much time as patients in hospitals as their married peers and have lower activity levels.6

Research conducted at Erasmus University in Rotterdam reports that "married people have the lowest morbidity [illness]
rates, while the divorced show the highest." Professor Linda Waite of the University of Chicago finds that the "relationship
between marriage and death rates has now reached the status of a truism, having been observed across numerous societies

and among various social and demographic groups."7

In Waites' 1995 presidential address to the Population Association of America, she explained that the health benefits of
marriage are so strong that a married man with heart disease can be expected to live, on average, 1400 days longer (nearly
four years!) than an unmarried man with a healthy heart. This longer life expectancy is even greater for a married man who
has cancer or is 20 pounds overweight compared to his healthy, but unmarried, counterpart. The advantages for women are

similar.8

Additional research from Yale University indicates that a married man who smokes more than a pack a day can be expected to
live as long as a divorced man who does not smoke. This researcher explains with a touch of humor, "If a man's marriage is

driving him to heavy smoking, he has a delicate statistical decision to make."9
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Dr. Coombs' research agrees with these findings: "Virtually every study of mortality and marital status shows the unmarried
of both sexes have higher death rates, whether by accident, disease, or self-inflicted wounds, and this is found in every

country that maintains accurate health statistics."10

Research published in JAMA finds that cures for cancer are significantly more successful (eight to 17 percent) when a patient

is married and being married was comparable to being in an age category 10 years younger.11

Mental Health

Research dating back to 1936 shows that first-time psychiatric admission rates for males suffering from schizophrenia were
5.4 times greater for unmarried men than for married men. Dr. Benjamin Malzberg, the author of this study, concludes, "The
evidence seems clear that the married population had, in general, much lower rates of mental disease than any of the other

marital groups."12

More recent research conducted jointly at Yale University and UCLA reports:

One of the most consistent findings in psychiatric epidemiology is that married persons enjoy better health than
the unmarried. Researchers have consistently found the highest rates of mental disorder among the divorced
and separated, the lowest rates among the married and intermediate rates among the single and widowed.

They also found that a cohabiting partner could not replicate these benefits of marriage.13

General Happiness

A study published in the Journal of Marriage and the Family examined the link between personal happiness and marital status
in 17 industrialized nations that had "diverse social and institutional frameworks." This study found:

"married persons have a significantly higher level of happiness than persons who are not married. This effect
was independent of financial and heath-oriented protections offered by marriage and was also independent of

other control variables including ones for sociodemographic conditions and national character."14

Increased levels of happiness among the married was found in other studies as well.15

Miscellaneous

Additional research shows that marriage:

Provides the highest levels of sexual pleasure and fulfillment for men and women16

Protects against feelings of loneliness17

Protects women from domestic and general violence18

Enhances a parent's ability to parent19

Helps create better, more reliable employees20

Increases individual earnings and savings21

Research conducted at the University of Colorado indicates why marriage is so beneficial to adults:

Generally, compared with those who are not married, married individuals eat better, take better care of themselves, and live

a more stable, secure and scheduled lifestyle.22

Clearly, married men and women provide better things for society than their unmarried peers. Husbands and wives are not as
likely to be a burden to the health care system or be a drain on a company's health insurance benefits because of their better
health and increased ability to recover from illness quicker and more successfully. They are less likely to miss work because of
illness. They are not likely to jump from job to job. They are less likely to suffer from alcoholism and other substance abuse
and less likely to engage in other risk behaviors. Married women are significantly less likely to be victims of any kind of
violence, either by her spouse or by a stranger. They are less lonely and happier. Happier people make better citizens,
employees and neighbors. Married people earn and invest more money. They report enjoying the job of parenting better and
they are more successful at it. This mountain of social science research tells us marriage is a serious and valuable community
treasure.
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