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Abstract
Objective: To estimate the effects of state-level changes in
the minimum wage on marriage and divorce among low-
wage earners.
Background: Proponents of raising the minimum wage high-
light the potential benefits of increased earnings for low-
income families, yet to date research on the effects of raising
the minimum wage has focused almost exclusively on eco-
nomic outcomes. No research has yet documented whether
these changes actually affect marriage and divorce.
Method: Using the Current Population Survey and the
American Community Survey, this project applied a
quasi-experimental difference-in-difference method to
exploit similarities between states that have, and have not,
raised their minimum wage.
Results: Across data sources, among men and women
earning low wages, a one-dollar increase in the state mini-
mum wage predicts a 3%–6% decline in marriage entry
and a 7%–15% decline in divorce one and 2 years later.
Conclusion: Both changes are likely to strengthen low-
income families, and are substantially larger effects than
those obtained by federal policies directly targeting inter-
personal dynamics within low-income couples.
Implications: Government policies that reduce stress on
couples and facilitate their access to resources may improve
family outcomes, invisibly and without making additional
demands on the time of couples who are already strained.

Abbreviations: ACS, American Community Survey; CPS, Current Population Survey; FPL, Federal Poverty Line; GDP, Gross
Domestic Product; OLS, Ordinary Least Squares; SES, Socioeconomic Status.
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INTRODUCTION

Although individuals with low incomes aspire to marriage and stable partnerships as much as
more affluent individuals (Trail & Karney, 2012), their aspirations are less likely to be fulfilled.
Compared to those with higher SES, poorer individuals are less likely to marry and five times
more likely to have children out of wedlock (Lundberg & Pollak, 2015). When they do marry,
they marry earlier (Lundberg et al., 2016) and are roughly twice as likely to divorce (Raley &
Sweeney, 2020). Couples with low incomes, therefore, have less access to the benefits associated
with satisfying and enduring marriages, including greater emotional (Whitton et al., 2014),
financial (Zissimopoulos et al., 2013), and physical well-being (Robles et al., 2014), and better
academic, social, and psychological outcomes for their children (Brown, 2010).

Recognizing the benefits of healthy partnerships and the disproportionate challenges faced
by low-income couples, federal policymakers over the past two decades have allocated nearly a
billion dollars toward education programs designed to promote better communication skills
and stronger relationships among this vulnerable population (Heath, 2012). Yet large-scale
multisite evaluations of these programs indicate that they have been ineffective (Lundquist
et al., 2014; Manning et al., 2014; Wood et al., 2014), leading some to suggest that directly
targeting the external stressors that challenge low-income communities could prove a viable
alternative direction for efforts to support couples and families within these communities
(Karney et al., 2018).

In view of theory (Conger & Conger, 2008) and evidence (Burstein, 2007; Schneider, 2015)
indicating that financial security promotes family well-being, one way of pursuing this sugges-
tion is to evaluate the effects on families of policies designed to improve the economic circum-
stances of low-income households (Holt-Lunstad et al., 2017). To the extent that widening
income inequality has been identified as an explanation for the divergent experiences of higher-
and lower-income families (Carbone & Cahn, 2014), social policies that strengthen the financial
security of individuals living with low-incomes should therefore also affect their decisions to
enter and terminate committed partnerships. Indeed, federal and local policies that are not
explicitly designed to promote family outcomes nevertheless appear to do so. For example, the
Affordable Care Act, by giving young adults the option of obtaining health insurance without
relying on a partner, lowered rates of marriage and cohabitation, while increasing rates of
divorce (Abramowitz, 2015). In contrast, spouses who receive health insurance through their
partners are less likely to divorce than spouses with their own sources of health insurance
(Sohn, 2015).

If policy makers were to pursue an agenda aimed at promoting economic well-being among
low-income families, what policies might they target? One noteworthy policy explicitly designed
to achieve this goal is raising the minimum wage (Smith, 2015). Although the federal minimum
wage was established in 1935, it has only rarely been raised to match inflation. In response to
federal inaction, state and municipal governments began to raise their minimum wages above
the federal threshold in the 1990s and 2000s. Some of these increases have been quite large by
historical standards. For example, in 2007, Ohio increased the state-level minimum wage from
$5.15 to $6.85/h (a 33% increase), thereby raising a full-time, full-year minimum wage worker’s
wage from $10,300 per year to $13,700—enough to move a single-earner family of two above
the 2007 federal poverty level. In 2016, the state of California moved to raise the minimum
wage in all counties, affecting 5.6 million people (Jacobs & Perry, 2016), and in 2019, raises
took effect in 21 additional states (Kiersz, 2018). Current proposals to increase the federal
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minimum wage to $15 would the affect more than 27 million workers, over a quarter of whom
are parents and over a third of whom are married (Congressional Budget Office, 2019).

To date, analyses of the impact of minimum wage increases have focused primarily on indi-
vidual and household economic outcomes (Congressional Budget Office, 2014). In line with this
focus, debates about the merits of raising the minimum wage revolve around whether or not
employers affected by these increases subsequently hire fewer workers, potentially reducing
incomes among low-wage earners (Machin & Manning, 1996). Evidence for such effects has so
far been mixed. Some reviewers conclude that “moderate increases in the minimum wage are a
useful means of raising wages in the lower part of the wage distribution that has little or no
effect on employment and hours” (Belman & Wolfson, 2014, p. 397). Consistent with this view,
raising the minimum wages of food service workers across six cities had no negative effects on
employment but did lead to significant increases in earnings (Allegretto et al., 2018). A more
recent review, examining the entire set of published studies in the “new minimum wage” litera-
ture since 1992, concluded that 78.9 percent of the 69 published studies (121 estimates) reported
a negative employment effect (Neumark & Shirley, 2021, p. 3). However, those effects tended
to be small—in less than half of the studies with negative effects did the authors’ preferred esti-
mate reach statistical significance at the α = 0.05 level.

While economists appear to be converging on the view that minimum wage increases yield
small and, in most cases, non-statistically significant negative effects on employment, evidence
is clearer that wage increases do increase earnings reliably for most minimum wage earners.
Indeed, proponents of raising the minimum wage refer explicitly to the potential of higher
wages to promote more stable families when justifying their positions (Hall & Cooper, 2012).
Thus, it is reasonable to expect that legislation designed to increase wages should also affect the
formation and dissolution of committed partnerships in lower-income communities. Yet,
despite consistent appeals to family well-being, and despite the changes in the minimum wage
in localities across the country over the last two decades, no one has yet documented whether
changes in the minimum wage in fact affect family outcomes like marriage and divorce.

In the absence of direct evidence, the impacts of raising the minimum wage on family out-
comes like marriage and divorce remain an open question. To the extent that financial strain
represents a salient challenge within lower-income communities, family stress theories
(Patterson, 2002) suggest that policies that enhance financial stability should strengthen inti-
mate relationships and thereby facilitate transitions into marriage within those communities.
Forty-five years of data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics support this view, revealing
that declines in men’s income and employment help to account for declines in rates of first mar-
riage over that time (Schneider et al., 2018). From this perspective, policies that increase the
earnings of low-income individuals should reduce barriers to marriage and thereby predict
higher rates of entry into marriage.

Financial considerations also play a substantial role in whether couples consider their rela-
tionships worth maintaining. Economic stress and financial strain do in fact predict less satisfy-
ing and stable marriages (Jackson et al., 2017; Williams et al., 2013), and higher levels of
poverty and consumer debt predict greater vulnerability to divorce (Copen et al., 2012). To the
extent that increased earnings reduce the financial strain experienced by low-income couples,
couples in communities that have raised the minimum wage should experience more satisfying
relationships and thereby lower rates of divorce.

Yet, despite the consistency of research informed by family stress perspectives, Life History
Theory (Giudice et al., 2015) makes strikingly different predictions. The Life History approach
posits that people adopt different reproductive strategies across their lifespan depending on the
resources available to them and the consequent adaptiveness of different choices. This perspec-
tive suggests that, rather than speeding entry into marriage, higher earnings may delay marriage
among low-income individuals, as individuals who are less resource-constrained can spend
more time searching for an appropriate partner. Consistent with this perspective, low-income
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women who win modest jackpots are not more but rather less likely to marry, compared to mat-
ched peers (Hankins & Hoekstra, 2011). If raising the minimum wage increases the earnings of
low-income individuals, they may delay entry into marriage, bringing their marital timing closer
in line with more affluent individuals. To the extent that later marriages are less likely to dis-
solve than earlier marriages (Rotz, 2016), then these effects would ultimately lead to more sta-
ble marriages, consistent with predictions guided by family stress theory.

To date, we are aware of no prior research that addresses these alternative perspectives, and
more generally no research that extends research on the effects of raising the minimum wage to
acknowledge their potential effects on family outcomes. The proposed research fills these gaps
by evaluating whether raising the minimum wage affects marriage and divorce among low-wage
individuals. To address these questions, we implemented a quasi-experimental approach to
investigate policy effects by exploiting similarities between states in the US that did or did not
change their minimum wage. This design has several advantages over other methods of evaluat-
ing these changes. First, multiple years of data allow us to estimate and difference out a
state-specific time trend before the first minimum wage change takes effect, removing baseline
variability between states (e.g., a cultural predisposition to different family formation patterns;
differences in average wages) and ensuring parallel trends before the first wage change. Second,
multiple changes per state allow us to estimate a separate state-specific time trend after the first
minimum wage change (accounting for, e.g., shifts in the age of first marriage, as well as trends
in labor markets unrelated to the wage change that might impact family formation). Finally,
this method lends itself to straightforward estimators that are robust and easy to evaluate. Since
the now-classic Card and Krueger (1994) analysis of the New Jersey increase in the minimum
wage, researchers have exploited geographic differences in minimum wages; here we apply this
method for the first time to marriage and divorce as outcomes.

METHODS

Data sources

Our analyses used data covering reference years 2004 through 2015 from two independent
monthly surveys that differ in their scope, format, and aims, although both are approximately
representative of US households at the state level. The Current Population Survey (CPS) is a
primarily telephone-based survey of approximately 60,000 households in populous areas,
designed to be representative of the labor force; the American Community Survey (ACS) is a
primarily mail-based survey of approximately 300,000 households in all geographic areas,
designed to be representative of the broader population. As the analyses focused on family for-
mations among potential minimum wage-earning adults, only individuals aged 18–35, who
comprise the majority of minimum wage earners (U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018), were
included (descriptive statistics for the samples are presented in Table 1).

Operationalizations

We transformed each survey data set into a state-level panel by taking the mean of key vari-
ables (e.g., currently divorced, ever married, household/family earnings, hours worked) by state,
year, and gender, using survey-provided individual weights to ensure state and national repre-
sentativeness. For example, we calculated the fraction of males ages 18 to 35 who had ever been
married in Ohio in 2005, and treated that as one observation in the resulting aggregate panel.
Each regression specification had a sample size of 51 states and districts providing data annu-
ally over 11 years. As we did not expect immediate translation of minimum wage increases, we
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explored the impacts of policy changes on marriage and divorce at 1- and 2-year lags. We did
not examine further lags to avoid any chance that estimates of the effects of one adjustment to
the minimum wage are affected by a second adjustment within the same state (see Figure 1).

By aggregating the data to a state-year analysis, we used state-level variation in minimum
wage policies to compare outcomes between states where a minimum wage had increased and
control states that had not raised the minimum wage. We excluded municipal wage changes in

TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics, ACS and CPS sample 2003–2014

CPS men CPS women ACS men ACS women

Population of 18- to 35-year-olds (N) 263,539 282,575 3,959,347 3,957,870

In households <$20/h 49.1% 51.4% 51.3% 53.9%

In households <$16/h 38.2% 40.6% 41.5% 43.5%

In households <200% FPL 26.8% 36.9% 38.0% 42.4%

Underlying sample (N) 132,866 148,229 1,908,715 2,060,308

Age 26.4 26.5 26.3 26.5

Ever married 34.9% 44.6% 35.0% 43.9%

Divorced 3.1% 4.5% 3.5% 5.0%

State-year panel (N) 612 612 612 612

Ever married 42.9% 50.8% 41.0% 48.8%

Divorced 3.4% 5.1% 3.4% 5.1%

Note: Authors’ analysis of ACS and CPS. Main analysis covers reference years 2004 to 2015. Statistics weighted using survey-provided
individual-level weights; note that CPS weights are designed to be representative of the civilian labor force, whereas ACS weights are
designed to be representative of the civilian population.
Abbreviations: ACS, American Community Survey; CPS, Current Population Survey; FPL, Federal poverty line.

F I GURE 1 Number of state-level minimum wage increases 2002–2015
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our analysis, likely biasing our estimates toward zero: there may have been additional “doses”
of treatment lumped in with control observations or with smaller state increases.

We did not classify individuals’ wage status directly by wages earned for two reasons. First,
the known heaping in wage reporting (i.e., the tendency for respondents to round their reports
of income to the nearest round number) would have threatened our ability to identify precisely
who is affected by minimum wage changes. Second, indirect classification avoids introducing
the endogeneity of being a minimum wage earner—a minimum wage increase may encourage
entry into the labor force, into employment, and into minimum wage employment specifically.
Instead, following prior work (Campolieti et al., 2005), we defined low-wage earners by factors
likely to expose individuals or households to minimum wage impacts. Because marriage and
divorce are likely household-level decisions influenced by shared resources, we applied the clas-
sification of low-wage to all members of the household (in the case of multiple adults): if at least
one adult in a two-adult household met our criteria for low-wage, both adults received this clas-
sification. We recognize that this may include some two-earner households with higher com-
bined earnings that may not be traditionally seen as low-wage. Through the labor force
participation of the lower-wage earner, the household is still potentially sensitive to economic
changes affecting low-wage families, and so we use the term “low-wage” for brevity. In our pre-
ferred specification, individuals were defined to be low wage if their individual hourly earnings
were less than or equal to 20 dollars an hour. To evaluate the robustness of our results, we also
explored two alternate definitions: one with a stricter earnings threshold (16 dollars an hour)
and one based on household earnings relative to the federally-defined poverty level.

Analysis strategy

Identification of a causal effect relies on the between-state, over-time variation in state mini-
mum wages. Looking within a single state with a minimum wage change would grant over-time
variation, but any estimates would be local to that state (with low out-of-sample validity), and
would suffer from any endogeneity related to the timing of the minimum wage change. Pooling
all of the states together across many years allows each state to serve as its own control, permit-
ting state-level adjustment for parallel trends in addition to a posttreatment time trend. Thus,
we used a quasi-experimental difference-in-difference methodology, estimating both the differ-
ence within-state (over time) and the difference between states that differ in their timing of mini-
mum wage increases.

Econometric specification

Our state-level approach rests on two key assumptions. The first is that trends in control states and
in states changing their minimum wages would have followed parallel trajectories in the absence of
a minimum wage increase. To confirm that this assumption was satisfied in our model, we
detrended data for each state-gender panel, using only observations before each state’s first observed
minimum wage change. We also controlled for the logarithm of state GDP and recessionary
periods to account for other time-varying economic impacts on marriage and divorce.

The second assumption is that effects in the post-change period can be attributed only to the
minimum wage change. An external factor affecting the number of marriages or divorces in a state
while or shortly after a minimum wage change occurred would bias our estimates by incidentally
absorbing that impact. We thus estimated a second trend during the period after the first minimum
wage change, which was feasible because nearly all states with a minimum wage change in our anal-
ysis frame had enacted multiple changes between 2003 and 2015 (see Figure 1 and Table S1).
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We estimated the effect of states’ minimum wage premia—defined as the amount that each
state’s minimum wage exceeded the federal minimum wage - on the detrended state proportion
of the low-wage population married (or divorced, in separate analyses) denoted by ydst. We
include controls for changes in the federal minimum wage level and indicators for recession
periods denoted as τt; and two sets of time-varying state-level controls: state GDP and a linear
state-specific pretreatment time trend indicated by cϕst. Using the population defined as “low
wage,” we modeled marriage (and separately, divorce) rates as:

ydst ¼ β0þβ1premstþcϕstþ τtþϵ ð1Þ

where ϕst is the predicted outcome of interest in a state-specific, gender-specific regression with
a linear time trend and no other controls, estimated using only the pretreatment observations
for each state. premst is the amount by which a given state’s minimum wage exceeds the federal
minimum wage in a given year. Thus, a state with a state minimum wage equal to the federal
minimum wage has a premium of zero.

The use of pretreatment and posttreatment state-specific time trends permit us to interpret
minimum wage premia as minimum wage changes while controlling for the state context that
may have led to the change. Thus, β1 gives the average change in family formation (e.g., a
state’s proportion of 18- to 35-year-old men who have ever married in year t) in response to a
one-dollar increase in the state minimum wage in excess of any federal requirements. We esti-
mate each model in the CPS and ACS separately to evaluate whether our results replicate
within each independent dataset.

RESULTS

Effects on earnings and hours worked

For state-level minimum wage increases to benefit low-wage couples, the policy must raise
household earnings within this population. Yet some have argued that, as labor becomes more
expensive (due to the statutory rise in minimum wages), firms may hire fewer workers or cut
hours, thereby reducing household earnings. To evaluate this possibility, we used our same
difference-in-difference approach to examine wages within low-wage households likely to be
sensitive to minimum wage changes, defined as those in which at least one worker was earning
$20 per hour or less. Our estimates found no evidence for a negative effect of minimum wage
increases on earnings among this population. In fact, state-level minimum wage increases had
significant positive effects on earnings and no effect on hours worked for at-risk men and
women both 1 and 2 years after the minimum wage increase (see Tables S2 and S3). Because
state minimum wage increases did increase household earnings as expected, we turned to esti-
mating their effect on marriage and divorce.

Effects on rates of marriage

Table 2 presents ordinary least squares estimates of the effect of minimum wage increases (mea-
sured as a premium, or dollars above the federal minimum) on marriage rates from 2003 to 2015.
As the table reveals, a $1 per hour increase in the state minimum wage (in excess of the federal)
reduced rates of marriage by approximately two percentage points, implying that low-wage earning
individuals are foregoing marriage, at least temporarily, when their state minimum wage is
increased. The effect size was similar across data sets (although slightly larger in the ACS data),
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similar for men and women, and consistent in the year that the minimum wage increase was
enacted and in the following year. Expressed in terms of the percentage reduction in marriages as a
result of increasing minimum wages, this translates to a 5% reduction in men’s marriage rates 1 year
after passage of the minimum wage increase, and a 5% to 6% reduction 2 years after passage.
Corresponding marriage rate reductions for women are 4.5% and 3% to 5%.

Effects on rates of divorce

Table 3 presents estimates of the effect of minimum wage increases on divorce. Overall, we
found that increases in state minimum wages were associated with lower rates of divorce in both
datasets for men and in ACS data for women. The results from the CPS data for women were
still negative, but did not reach significance due to the smaller sample size. Once again, we
found similar effect sizes across the data sets with the ACS generally showing slightly larger
effects. In all cases, differences across the data sets were not significant (see Table S7).
Expressed in terms of the percentage reduction in divorce as a result of increasing minimum
wages, we found that a $1 per hour increase in the minimum wage resulted in a 10% to 15%
reduction in divorce rates for men and an 7% to 12% reduction for women at 1- and 2-year lags.
These are substantively large effects, consistent with the effects of the Minnesota Family Invest-
ment Program, which reduced divorce rates by 25% among participants (Gennetian, 2003), and
much larger than the Supporting Healthy Marriage study which, despite spending over $11,000
per couple, found no significant impact on whether couples stayed married at the 12- and
30-month follow-ups (Lundquist et al., 2014).

TABLE 2 Effects of state minimum wage on marriage

Minimum wage

Current Population Survey American Community Survey

Males 18–35 Females 18–35 Males 18–35 Females 18–35

1-year lag �0.020 �0.023 �0.021 �0.021

(0.006) (0.006) (0.005) (0.006)

2-year lag �0.022 �0.017 �0.024 �0.026

(0.005) (0.006) (0.005) (0.006)

Note: Coefficient estimates and (standard errors) from eight separate OLS regressions (2� survey, 2� gender, 2� lag); we reject the null
hypothesis of no minimum wage effect at the α = .01 level in each regression. Additional controls include: recession indicator, federal
minimum wage level, logarithm of state gross domestic product, a linear time trend (with intercept) prior to the adoption of the state
minimum wage, and a separate post-adoption time trend. Population: Households with at least one worker earning $20 per hour or less.
Dependent variable: proportion of state population ever married.

TABLE 3 Effects of state minimum wage on divorce

Minimum wage

Current Population Survey American Community Survey

Males 18–35 Females 18–35 Males 18–35 Females 18–35

1-year lag �0.0052 �0.0006 �0.0035 �0.0040

(0.0017) (0.0019) (0.0011) (0.0013)

2-year lag �0.0033 0.0034 �0.0035 �0.0049

(0.0018) (0.0031) (0.0011) (0.0014)

Note: See notes from Table 2. We reject the null hypothesis of no minimum wage effect at the α = .01 level in each ACS regression.
Within the CPS, we reject the null hypothesis for males at a 1-year lag at the α = .01 level, and for males at a 2-year lag the α = .05 level.
For CPS females, we fail to reject the null hypothesis of no effect at conventional levels of α. Controls and population definition are the
same as Table 2. Dependent variable: proportion of study population currently divorced and not remarried.

MINIMUM WAGE INCREASES, MARRIAGE, AND DIVORCE 1203



Robustness

To evaluate the robustness of our results, we conducted several additional tests. First, we esti-
mated a series of placebo treatment regressions where states were randomly assigned the mini-
mum wage history of another state, and then re-estimated our baseline regressions. We
conducted this test 1000 times and found that the minimum wage effect was never statistically
correlated with marriage or divorce outcomes in these randomization tests (see Figure S1). This
effectively rules out the likelihood that increases in the minimum wage are spuriously correlated
with other state-wide outcomes that are driving marriage and divorce rates.

We also explored different low-wage definitions (e.g., household being below 200% of the
federal poverty line) and a specification which pooled men and women together. All of these
results (see Tables S4–S6) provide added support that state-level minimum wage increases were
related to reductions in marriage and divorce among those 18–35 and in low-income house-
holds. In sum, we find robust effects on family formation that are consistent across different
definitions of the low-wage population, different data sets (ACS and CPS), and model specifica-
tion. Notably, we observed effects of state-level policy changes on low-wage workers even
though we did not restrict our analyses to minimum wage earners specifically. It is likely that
we would have observed stronger results with analyses that could identify workers directly
affected by minimum wage increases, but this would require panel data that tracked individuals
over time in order to capture effects on multiple jobholding, labor market entry, and job
switching.

DISCUSSION

To date, debates over the effects of raising the minimum wage have focused narrowly on their
economic impact (Cengiz et al., 2019), overlooking their potential effects on family outcomes.
Expanding the scope of this discussion is long overdue, as a number of states and large cities
have recently initiated increases in their local minimum wages and there is political momentum
to increase the federal minimum wage as well (Kiersz, 2018). By comparing states that did insti-
tute a change to states that did not, while holding constant stable and time-varying differences
between states, the current analyses are the first to estimate the effects of state-level minimum
wage increases on marriage and divorce among low-wage households.

A preliminary result of this analysis is to confirm that, when states increase their minimum
wage, incomes among low-wage households do in fact rise significantly without increasing
hours worked. Even as debates about the minimum wage continue to invoke concerns about
the potential for disemployment and thus income reductions as a consequence of higher labor
costs (e.g., Machin & Manning, 1996), these findings join a growing literature that fails to find
strong evidence for such effects (Cengiz et al., 2019; Dube et al., 2010).

Commensurate with these effects, we find robust evidence that state-level increases in the
minimum wage predict lower rates of marriage and divorce 1 and 2 years following such
changes. Although it remains possible that rising incomes spurred marriages for low-wage
earners who were already coupled, the net decline in marriage among unmarried individuals
supports Life History perspectives (Giudice et al., 2015), which suggest that when low-wage
earners find their jobs more remunerative, they have the resources to extend their search for
appropriate long-term mates. Among the younger population we studied (18–35 years old), this
is likely to represent a delay in marriage, rather than a decision to forgo marriage entirely. In
this way, raising the minimum wage appears to bring the marital timing of low-wage earners
more in line with the timing of more affluent individuals, who also tend to marry at older ages
(Lundberg et al., 2016).
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Because later marriages are on average less likely to end in divorce (Rotz, 2016), a conse-
quence of this effect should be more stable marriages among low-wage earners in the long term,
which may explain some of the reductions in divorce observed in these analyses. In the short
term, the observed reductions in divorce may be better explained by Family Stress theories,
which suggest that higher incomes made it easier for lower wage-earning couples to adapt to
stress and maintain their romantic connections.

Estimated effects on marriage and divorce were strikingly similar across the CPS and the
ACS, despite the differences in scope and methods of the two surveys. Nevertheless, several fac-
tors constrain interpretation of these results. First, although we compared results across 1- and
2-year lags, other effects may emerge at longer lags. These analyses could not determine
whether declines in rates of marriage and divorce represented transitions deferred or decisions
to forgo these transitions entirely. Second, our analyses focused on the younger workers who
represent over half of minimum wage earners (U. S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2018); weaker
effects might be observed among older workers (e.g., above age 35), whose marriages are likely
to be more established. Third, while our strategy isolates the impact of state minimum wage
changes, we cannot determine with certainty whether our observed effects are driven by an
increase in take-home earnings, a change in labor hours, a change in confidence about oneself
or the future, or some other mechanism.

In sum, during the same years that federal policymakers spent nearly a billion dollars on
educational programs that had negligible effects on marriage and divorce, states that simply
raised their minimum wages delayed marriages and reduced divorce rates significantly among
low-wage earners. Future efforts to strengthen low-income families should therefore explore
additional policy levers, such as expanding the earned income tax credit (Michelmore, 2018) or
access to health care (Sohn, 2015), that may have additional benefits to family formation and
stability. As other scholars have argued (Johnson, 2012; Williamson et al., 2017), government
policies that reduce stress on couples and facilitate their access to resources may improve family
outcomes, invisibly and without making additional demands on the time of couples who are
already strained. Understanding the specific factors that mediate the association between these
policies and relationship decision-making could strengthen future efforts to assist families living
with low incomes.
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