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Marriage is a topic that has both united and divided Americans in 2004. While the Healthy 
Marriage proposal (“to encourage the formation and maintenance of healthy two parent married 
families and responsible fatherhood”1) languishes in the Senate as part of welfare reform's 
reauthorization, civil unions and same-sex marriage are debated everywhere voters turn.  

DEMOGRAPHICS OF COUPLES 
(from March 2000 Current Population Survey and Census 2000) 
 
 Total Households with 

children under 18 
Married couples 56,500,000 25,800,000 
Cohabiting couples 
(male/female unmarried 
partners) 

3,800,000 1,600,000 

Same-sex couples 600,000 150,000 

MARRIAGE STATS AND FACTS 

• Marriage’s effect on children’s well-being: Single parenthood remains a factor in keeping 
child poverty at alarmingly high levels. Children living with married parents (either married 
biological/adoptive parents or married stepparents) are significantly less likely to be living at 
or below the federal poverty level (FPL),2 with a poverty rate of 7.7 percent compared with 
43.5 percent of children living with single mothers, 23.2 percent living with cohabiting parents 
(both unmarried biological parents), and 19.5 percent living with cohabiting stepparents (one 
biological parent and that parent’s boyfriend/girlfriend) (Acs and Nelson 2002). 

• Potential benefits of marriage: Many of the advantages enjoyed by children living with 
married couples compared with cohabiting couples reflect differences between the age, 
education, and work habits of these couples. Nevertheless, after taking into account the 
many observable differences between married and cohabiting families with children, there 
remain persistent but modest benefits of marriage. For example, researchers estimate that 
marriage could reduce the child poverty rate among children living with cohabitors from 19.5 
to 16.1 percent. This is still well above the 7.7 percent poverty rate for children with married 
parents. Similarly, if all cohabitors were to marry, the share of their children in low-income 
families (those earning below 200 percent of FPL) could fall from 50.8 to 43.4 percent, but 
remain considerably above the 25.7 percent level for children with married parents (Acs and 
Nelson 2004). 

• Potential number of same-sex marriages: If the nearly 600,000 same-sex couples that 
identified themselves in the census were to legally marry tomorrow, they would make up 
fewer than one in 100 married couples in the United States (Gates and Ost 2004). 

                                                      
1 “Working toward Independence: Promote Child Well-Being and Healthy Marriages” (Available at 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2002/02/welfare-book-05.html). 
2 2004 FPL for a family of four is $18,850. Unrelated cohabitors’ income and needs counted in poverty calculation. 



• Children’s status in same-sex couples: More than two-thirds of children being raised by 
same-sex couples nationwide live in states that have not yet guaranteed both of their parents 
the right to establish a legal relationship to their children through a process known as second-
parent, or joint, adoption. As a result, these kids cannot rely on access to health care 
insurance and Social Security survivor benefits (Gates and Ost 2004). 

• Differences in tax treatment of married heterosexual and same-sex couples: A same-
sex couple in which one parent stays home with the children pays more federal income tax 
than a married heterosexual couple in the same circumstances. But a family headed by a 
same-sex couple with both members working outside the home pays less than a married 
heterosexual couple in the same circumstances because the same-sex couple is treated as 
two single adults.  

The chart below is based on an analysis of eligibility for dependent exemptions, child tax 
credits, dependent and child care tax credits, and earned income tax credits for a household 
composed of two parents and two children. The married heterosexual couple files as “married 
filing jointly.” In the same-sex couple, one partner files as head of household, the other as 
single (Bennett and Gates 2004). 

Parenting-Related Federal Income Tax for Families with Two Parents and Two 
Children: 

 Family income of 
$30,000 

Family income of 
$60,000 

Married heterosexual couple 
(with either one stay-at-home 
parent or two working parents) 

Entitled to refund of 
$983 

Owes $2,449 

Same-sex couple (with one stay-
at-home parent without legal 
relationship to child) 

Entitled to refund of 
$772 

Owes $3,301 

Same-sex couple (with one stay-
at-home parent with legal 
relationship to child) 

Owes $561 Owes $6,979 

Same-sex couple (both parents 
work) 

Entitled to refund of 
$3,942 

Owes $3,301 
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