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DO MOTHERS AND FATHERS MATTER?
The Social Science Evidence on Marriage and Child Well-Being
Maggie Gallagher & Joshua K. Baker
Institute for Marriage and Public Policy
Do children do best when they are raised
by their own married mother and fathers, or
are alternative family forms just as good at
protecting children? An emerging bi-partisan
consensus on marriage and child well-being is
being challenged by research on gay and
lesbian parenting, which some scholars and
advocates say shows that children do just as
well raised by unisex couples. How should
policymakers and other elites evaluate these
two competing bodies of evidence?
I. MARRIAGE AND CHILD WELL-BEING: THE
EMERGING CONSENSUS
In the last thirty years, thousands of studies
evaluating the consequences of marriage have
been conducted in various disciplines (e.g.,
psychology, sociology, economics, and
medicine). Twelve leading family scholars
recently summarized the research literature this
way: “Marriage is an important social good
associated with an impressively broad array of
positive outcomes for children and adults alike.
. . . [W]hether American society succeeds or
fails in building a healthy marriage culture is
clearly a matter of legitimate public concern.”1
Among their conclusions:
y Marriage increases the likelihood that
children enjoy warm, close relationships
with parents.
y Cohabitation is not
equivalent of marriage.

the

functional

y Children raised outside of intact married
homes are more likely to divorce or
become unwed parents themselves.

y Divorce increases the risk of school
failure for children, and reduces the
likelihood that they will graduate from
college and achieve high status jobs.
y Children in intact married homes are
healthier, on average, than children in
other family forms.
y Babies born to married parents have
sharply lower rates of infant mortality.
y Children from intact married homes have
lower rates of substance abuse.
y Divorce increases rates of mental illness
and distress in children, including the risk
of suicide.
y Boys and young men from intact married
homes are less likely to commit crimes.
y Married women are less likely to
experience domestic violence than
cohabiting and dating women.
y Children raised outside of intact marriages
are more likely to be victims of both
sexual and physical child abuse.
They conclude, “Marriage is more than a
private emotional relationship. It is also a
social good. Not every person can or should
marry. And not every child raised outside of
marriage is damaged as a result. But
communities where good-enough marriages
are common have better outcomes for
children, women, and men than do
communities suffering from high rates of
divorce, unmarried childbearing, and highconflict or violent marriages.”2

y Marriage reduces child poverty.
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weight of social science evidence strongly
supports the idea that family structure matters
and that the family structure that is most
protective of child well-being is the intact,
biological, married family.

Recent analyses by mainstream child
research organizations confirm this consensus
that family structure matters across ideological
and partisan lines. (Please note: the research
cited below does not explicitly compare
children in married intact families to children
raised by unisex couples, or children with a
single gay or lesbian parent. For research on
children in these novel family structures, see
Section II, below.) For example:

II. THE SOCIAL SCIENCE OF GAY
PARENTING: A COMPETING BODY OF
EVIDENCE?
Most of the research on family structure,
however, does not directly compare children in
intact married homes with children raised from
birth by same-sex couples. Thus the powerful
new consensus on family structure is on a
collision course with a separate emerging
consensus from a related field: the social
science literature on sexual orientation and
parenting.

y A Child Trends research brief summed up
the scholarly consensus: “Research clearly
demonstrates that family structure matters
for children, and the family structure that
helps the most is a family headed by twobiological parents in a low-conflict
marriage. Children in single-parent
families, children born to unmarried
mothers, and children in stepfamilies or
cohabiting relationships face higher risks
of poor outcomes. . . . There is thus value
for children in promoting strong, stable
marriages between biological parents.”3

Judith Stacey summed up this new
challenge to the social science consensus on
family structure in testimony before the U.S.
Senate this way:
The research shows that what places
children at risk is not fatherlessness, but
the absence of economic and social
resources that a qualified second parent
can provide, whether male or female. . .
. Moreover, the research on children
raised by lesbian and gay parents
demonstrates that these children do as
well if not better than children raised by
heterosexual parents. Specifically, the
research demonstrates that children of
same-sex couples are as emotionally
healthy and socially adjusted and at
least as educationally and socially
successful as children raised by
heterosexual parents.8

y An Urban Institute scholar concludes,
“Even among the poor, material hardships
were substantially lower among married
couple families with children than among
other families with children. . . . The
marriage impacts were quite huge,
generally higher than the effects of
education. The impacts [of marriage] were
particularly high among non-Hispanic
black families.”4
y A Centers for Disease Control report
notes, “Marriage is associated with a
variety of positive outcomes, and
dissolution of marriage is associated with
negative outcomes for men, women, and
their children.”5

Other researchers, including at least two
prominent professional associations, have
made similar claims.9 Advocates for same-sex
marriage often rely on these studies to assert
that scientific evidence shows that married
mothers and fathers hold no advantages for
children. As Mary Bonauto, counsel for the
plaintiffs in the Massachusetts marriage
litigation, wrote in the Summer 2003 edition
of Human Rights, “[C]hild-rearing experts in
the American Academy of Pediatrics, the
American Psychiatric Association, and the

y A Center for Law and Social Policy Brief
concludes, “Research indicates that, on
average, children who grow up in families
with both their biological parents in a lowconflict marriage are better off in a
number of ways than children who grow
up in single-, step-, or cohabiting-parent
households.”6
While scholars continue to disagree about
the size of the marital advantage and the
mechanisms by which it is conferred,7 the
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American Psychological Association insist
that the love and commitment of two parents is
most critical for children—not the parents’ sex
or sexual orientation.”10
Similarly Evan Wolfson, head of Freedom
to Marry, asserted recently, “[T]here is no
evidence to support the offensive proposition
that only one size of family must fit all. Most
studies—including the ones that [Maggie]
Gallagher relies on—reflect the common sense
that what counts is not the family structure,
but the quality of dedication, commitment,
self-sacrifice, and love in the household.”11

b. Limited outcome measures. Many of the
outcomes measured by the research are
unrelated to standard measures of child
well-being used by family sociologists
(perhaps because most of the researchers
are developmental psychologists, not
sociologists).
c.

Reliance on maternal reports. Many
studies rely on a mother’s report of her
parenting skills and abilities, rather than
objective measures of child outcomes.

d. No long-term studies. All of the studies
conducted to date focus on static or shortterm measures of child development. Few
or none follow children of unisex parents
to adulthood.

III. WEIGHING THE EVIDENCE
How should legal thinkers and decisionmakers evaluate such competing claims about
family structure and child well-being both
allegedly grounded in social science evidence?

But
perhaps
the
most
serious
methodological critique of these studies, at
least with reference to the family structure
debate, is this:

Numerous reviews of the literature on
sexual orientation and parenting have been
conducted.12 At least three such reviews have
pointed to the serious scientific limitations of
the social science literature on gay parenting.13

The vast majority of these studies
compare single lesbian mothers to single
heterosexual
mothers.
As
sociologist
Charlotte Patterson, a leading researcher on
gay and lesbian parenting, recently summed
up, “[M]ost studies have compared children in
divorced lesbian mother-headed families with
children in divorced heterosexual motherheaded families.”16

Perhaps the most thorough review was
prepared by Steven Nock, a sociologist at the
University of Virginia who was asked to
review several hundred studies as an expert
witness for the Attorney General of Canada.
Nock concluded:

Most of the gay parenting literature thus
compares children in some fatherless families
to children in other fatherless family forms.
The results may be relevant for some legal
policy debates (such as custody disputes) but,
in our opinion, they are not designed to shed
light on family structure per se, and cannot
credibly be used to contradict the current
weight of social science: family structure
matters, and the family structure that is most
protective a child well-being is the intact,
married biological family.

Through this analysis I draw my
conclusions that 1) all of the articles I
reviewed contained at least one fatal
flaw of design or execution; and 2) not a
single one of those studies was
conducted according to general accepted
standards of scientific research.14
Design flaws researchers have found in
these studies include very basic limitations:
a. No nationally representative sample.
Even scholars enthusiastic about unisex
parenting, such as Stacey and Biblarz,
acknowledge that “there are no studies of
child development based on random,
representative samples of [same-sex
couple] families.”15

Children do best when raised by their own
married mother and father.
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