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Young adults on the road to adulthood
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• Millennials are taking divergent paths to 
adulthood.

• Particular paths linked to better economic 
status?
– How relevant is Haskins & Sawhill’s “Success 

Sequence” (2009) for Millennials?
– How relevant is marriage for Millennials?
– How does marriage matter for communities & 

states?
 



First comes marriage or the baby carriage? 
Millennials vs. Baby Boomers at ages 28 to 34
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Notes: Millennials refer to those who were born in 1980 to 1984. Boomers refer to those who were born in 1957 to 1963, 
the younger Baby Boomers. “Marriage first” includes those who had children after marriage, regardless of their current 
marital status or who are currently married but do not have children. “Baby first” refers to those who had children before 
marriage or without marriage, regardless of their current marital status.
Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY97 and NLSY79)  



Does the “success sequence” still work?
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1) Getting at least a HS degree by mid-20s 
2) Working full-time in mid-20s (or pursuing 

college/graduate school education or married, 
home with children)  

3) Marrying before having any children 



Almost no Millennials who follow the 
“success sequence” are in poverty
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Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97)  

Graduated from high school 

 

And had full-time job Or married 
first

 And on track

% of adults ages 28 to 34 in poverty after completing each step   



Is it the “success sequence” or structure?
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• “social structure matters in predicting 
which types of young adults live according 
to the success sequence norms”



Which young adults more likely to have 
followed “success sequence” or “on track”? 

% of adults ages 28-34  

Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97)  
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Does Success Sequence Apply to 
Minorities & the Poor? 



“Success sequence” also applies…

• To
– Millennials from low-income families
– Black & Hispanic Millennials
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Success sequence linked to lower odds of poverty 
for young adults from lower-income families
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       Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97)  

              % of adults ages 28-34 in poverty   



Missing the success sequence is linked to poverty, 
especially among African American young adults
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Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97)  

% of adults ages 28-34 in poverty   



Does Marriage Per Se Matter? 



Critics: “Work Does All the Work”

• Matt Bruenig (2017): “full-time work is responsible for the 
low-poverty results of the various Success Sequences.” 

14



Is it just education & work? 
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• Or does marriage matter too?



Marriage, Parenthood, & Poverty 
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Source: National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (NLSY97)  



Marriage, Parenthood, & Poverty 
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Why education, work & marriage?

• Education → 
– skills, networks, knowledge

• Full-time work → 
– Greater income, discipline, opportunities

• Marriage → 
– Economies of scale, pooled income, less child support
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Marriage = Stability; Baby First = Instability

• Men & women who put 
childbearing before 
marriage more likely to 
break up & face:
– Child support
– Legal costs
– Single parenthood



When it Comes to Families, then…

• Work doesn’t do all the work.
• Couples who have children in marriage more likely to 

remain together & avoid incurring major costs of 
family breakdown and family instability.



It Takes a (Married) Village 

Does marriage matter for 
communities & states?



Community Family Structure 
& American Dream
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Harvard Study

• Economist Raj Chetty (2014): Community family structure is 
the “single strongest correlate of upward mobility” for the 
poor.
– Children from single and two-parent families are more likely to 

succeed if they live in communities dominated by 2-parent families
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Strong Families, Prosperous States
(Wilcox and Lerman 2015)
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Marriage and the States

The Bottom line:

• If you care about child poverty, family income, & opportunity 
in the states, you should care about marriage.
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Conclusion (1) 

• Given importance of education, work, & marriage:
1) Strengthening vocational/apprenticeship education;
2) Expand wage subsidies;
3) Eliminate marriage penalties in EITC, Medicaid, 

SNAP, childcare & other programs;
4) Public campaign on behalf of the success sequence.
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Conclusion (2) 
3) Eliminate marriage penalties:

- Structure benefits so income threshold is twice as high for  
   married parents of children under 5
- Structure benefits so that marriage doesn’t disqualify you for 

three years after marrying
- Subject to some household income threshold (e.g., 60k) 

4) Public campaign on behalf of the success sequence:
- Like National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy
 - Teen pregnancy down more than 50% since 1990
 - Nonmarital childbearing now FALLING
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More Information

www.family-studies.org
         @WilcoxNMP

28

http://www.family-studies.org

