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Closed Hearts, Closed Minds

The Textbook Story of Marriage

Exceartive Summary |

What are we teaching the next genera-
tion about marriage?

Judging from a careful review of twenty
recently published undergraduate marriage
and family textbooks, the answer is: not very
much. Moreover, what these students are
being taught by these textbooks is probably
doing them more harm than good.

First, current textbooks convey a deter-
minedly pessimistic view of marriage. Both
by what they say and, sometimes even more
importantly, by the information they omit,
these books repeatedly suggest that marriage
is more a problem than a solution. The
potential costs of marriage to adults, particu-
larly women, often receive exaggerated treat-
ment, while the benefits of marriage, both to
individuals and society, are frequently down-
played or ignored. Second, almost all of
these textbooks shortchange children, devot-
ing far more pages to adult problems and
adult relationships than to issues concerning
child well-being. Third, these books are typ-
ically riddled with glaring errors, distortions
of research, omissions of important data, and
misattributions of scholarship.

Indeed, if these books reflect the quality
of family and marriage and family courses

currently offered in American colleges and
universities, then the quality of these
courses is no better than fair to poor.

Given the nature and extent of the defi-
ciencies of these textbooks, many students
are likely to emerge from college courses
even less well-equipped than they were
before to make wise personal decisions
and to participate intelligently in public
debates on family issues.

Just as importantly, students who use
the information in these textbooks as a
basis for their future decisions — as social
workers, counselors, teachers, nurses, fam-
ily lawyers, psychologists, and other pro-
fessional custodians of the family — will
have been consistently misled on impor-
tant topics, from the risks of divorce to the
correlates of child abuse, from the benefits
of marriage to the costs of voluntary single
motherhood.

In sum, these textbooks are a national
embarrassment. They are both a cause and
a result of a society in which marriage as
an institution is growing steadily weaker.
As a nation, we can surely do better. This
report concludes with some recommenda-
tions for change.
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Why Textbooks Matter

ENERATIONS ago, Americans turned

most often to family, friends, or reli-

gious figures for advice about mar-
riage. Today, we are increasingly dependent
on an array of experts, including marriage
counselors, lawyers, psychologists, teachers,
therapists, popular authors, and advice
columnists. Even priests and ministers are
now apt to rely on the secular insights of pro-
fessionals like these in their pastoral work.

But while family professionals and ser-
vice providers are in one sense “experts”
who rely upon an aura of scientific knowl-
edge for their authority, they are also, by
necessity, often little more than amateurs
when it comes to digesting the large and
growing body of social science literature per-
taining to marriage, divorce, and child-rear-
ing. For this reason, if you want to know how
these professionals typically view family
issues, and from where, either directly or
indirectly, they are getting their basic infor-
mation, the first and arguably most important
place to look is today’s leading textbooks on
the family.

Textbooks matter in the first place, then,
because they represent the distilled essence
of the current conventional wisdom that
informs the professionals who are the advi-
sors and custodians of the family as an insti-
tution. Looking at what textbooks say about
marriage, divorce, teen pregnancy,
unwed motherhood provides a window into
the mind of this influential segment of
American society.

The impact of textbooks is especially sig-
nificant because the college instructors who
are training the next generation of coun-
selors, nurses, therapists, social workers, and
teachers often rely on precisely these books
for their own understanding of the scientific
consensus on family matters, and use these
books extensively to design the content of
their own college courses.

The typical instructor of a marriage and
family course is not a family researcher; also

and

teaches courses on other subjects; lacks time
to keep up with the research and theoretical
literature on families; and thus depends large-
ly on textbooks for knowledge of this subject
matter. Instructors often adopt one textbook
and use others as sources for lecture materi-
als. The content of college family courses
generally follows the template laid out in
textbooks, and students are seldom exposed
to theories, data, and interpretations not pre-
sented in the course books. Textbooks thus
inform the teachers as well as the students of
courses in marriage and the family. More
broadly, because textbooks represent the
conventional “expert” wisdom accepted by
such a wide array of family professionals, the
ideas, errors, and attitudes they contain con-
stantly reverberate throughout the larger
American culture whenever the public turns
to family professionals for advice, whether in
personal affairs or public policy.

Of course, in addition to their role in
influencing and distilling professional opin-
ion, these textbooks also matter in a much
more obvious and direct way. Each semester,
these books are used in approximately 8,000
college courses across the country and read
by hundreds of thousands of college students
who are likely to view them as authoritative.
This is a shame. For young people who are
making important decisions about their own
lives, the current textbooks are as likely to
mislead as to help or instruct.

Finally, consider which of these young
people, after they graduate, are most likely to
use and be practically influenced by what
they acquired from these textbooks. The list
certainly includes: elementary and high
school teachers, school nurses, school psy-
chologists and guidance counselors, child
care workers, nursery school teachers, social
workers serving at-risk children and families,
family therapists, workers and volunteer
activists in child service and child advocacy
organizations, family court judges and court-
appointed psychologists, family legal aid
workers, youth workers from religious and
community-based programs serving teenagers,



volunteer leaders in youth programs such
as Big Brothers and Big Sisters, Boy
Scouts and Girl Scouts, Sunday School
and 4-H Clubs, and course instructors in
community colleges and in community-
based educational programs such as the
Agricultural Extension Service and others.

What the professions on this list have
in common is clear. These are the people
who most directly affect children. After
parents themselves, they are the most
important hands-on nurturers, teachers,
models, and advocates for our nation’s
children and adolescents. When we con-
sider how we are teaching these teachers
and what we model in our textbooks for
these models, it is clear that they need
and deserve much better than we are cur-
rently providing them.

The Textbook Story of Marriage

AT kind of story do today’s fam-
K -x / ily textbooks tell about marriage?
An anthropologist from Mars who

knew nothing about American families but
what was contained in these textbooks
would come away with several basic beliefs.
First, in America, marriage is just one of many
equally acceptable and equally productive
adult relationships. These various relation-
ships include cohabiting couples, divorced
non-couples, stepfamilies, and gay and les-
bian families. In fact, if anything, marriage as
a lifelong child-rearing bond holds special
dangers, particularly for women, who, if they
don’t find marriage physically threatening,
will very likely find it psychologically stifling.
Americans who suspect otherwise have had
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their brains befuddled by various “myths”
which modern science has definitively refut-
ed. Moreover, there is little evidence that
divorce or unwed motherhood (with the pos-
sible exception of teen pregnancy) harms
either adults or children; the more pressing
danger is posed by negative stereotypes
about alternate family forms, which encour-
age racial prejudice and may create social
pressures that discourage us as individuals
from freely choosing.

Family textbooks tell this particular story
of marriage both by what they say and by
what they fail to say.

The Dangerous Institution

The most overtly anti-marriage rhetoric is
in Changing Families, by Judy Root Aulette.
Aulette devotes three of fourteen chapters
largely to marriage: “Battering and Marital
Rape,” “Divorce and Remarriage,” and simply
“Marriage,” none of which contains a single
mention of any beneficial consequences of
marriage to individuals or society.

As an example, consider what Aulette offers
students under the heading of “Theoretical
Debate on Marriage”:

Marriage is an institu-
tion that exists in some
societies but not in oth-
ers and varies greatly
from one society to the
next. Therefore, the idea
and practice of monog-
amous marviage must
have been created for
the first time at some
specific ‘moment’ in
bistory. According to
Engels, it was created
Jor a particular pur-
pose: to control women
and children (p. 273).

The only debate
the author discusses is
the one between femi-
nists and Marxists over
the precise source and
nature of the oppres-

sion that marriage creates. These insights are
followed up by an extended debate over
whether, given “the problematic character of
marriage,” allowing gays to marry would
constitute “the problem or the solution?” (p.
275).

The chapter summary regarding “Theoretical
Debate on Marriage” sums up the flavor of
Aulette’s treatment:

e Theoreticians have debated why mar-

riage was established and what purpose it

currently serves.

e Engels proposed that marriage was orig-

inally designed to facilitate both mainte-

nance of class inequality and the oppres-
sion of women.

e His ideas have been criticized by radi-

cal, socialist, and Marxist feminists but

the central argument be makes about the
connection of marriage and the oppres-
sion of women is one upon which they

agree (p.278).

ONTRARY to the author’s spectacular
assertion that marriage exists only in
some societies, marriage is a virtually
universal institution. (There are a few soci-
eties about which the anthropological record
is ambiguous; there is no human society in
which marriage is known not to exist.)
Because marriage reappears regularly in
every known human society, it must fulfill
beneficial functions, either for the individual
or for society as a whole or both; anthropol-
ogists, sociologists, and psychologists have
written extensively about what the functions
of marriage are. But in Aulette’s textbook, the
reader is given no hint that this vibrant and
important conversation about the purpose of
marriage as an institution even exists.
Instead, the reader is left with the clear
impression that there is an academic consen-
sus that marriage originates in a desire to
oppress women, and that the only debate is
over the relative contributions of class and
gender to that oppression.
This is no isolated flaw. Aulette’s anti-
marriage animus may be more explicit, but,



almost without exception, these textbooks
downplay the value of marriage, especially
by what they fail to say. Not a single one of
these textbooks, for instance, includes a sys-
tematic treatment of what scholars call the
social functions of marriage; that is, the role
of marriage historically and currently in the
biological and cultural reproduction of popu-
lations and societies.

Most current marriage and family text-
books, while at times professing respect for
marriage as a relationship, offer a deter-
minedly bleak view of marriage as an institu-
tion, and especially of marriage as a morally
or legally binding commitment.

People Who Love Too Much

Consider for example, the portrait of mar-
riage sketched by John Scanzoni. In
Contemporary Families and Relationships:
Reinventing Responsibility, Scanzoni, unlike
Aulette, allows those who disagree with his
fundamental premises to appear in his text, at
least briefly. However, he frequently mischar-
acterizes the arguments of scholars con-
cerned about family decline, seeks to trivial-
ize their concerns, and typically ignores the
scholarly literature that has produced their
concerns.

Moreover, Scanzoni approves of marriage
only if it is essentially stripped of role expec-
tations, obligations, and rights. He gestures
rhetorically toward the ideals of commitment
and responsibility, but seems to view these
only as internal emotions that place few if
any limits on behavior. Thus, “commitment,”
in Scanzoni’s view, is entirely consistent with
the assertion of a unilateral right of a spouse
to withdraw from marriage at any time for
any reason.

In Scanzoni’s schema, there are three ide-
ological views of the family: the “fixed phi-
losophy” outlook, which he says is held by
20 percent of the public; the opposing
“process-oriented” outlook, also allegedly
held by 20 percent of the public; and a
“mixed” perspective that is between the two
extremes.

The “fixed philosophy” school, according
to Scanzoni, holds that

Figure 1: Percentage of Persons Ages 30-59 Who Said They Were Very Happy

Widowed D ed

People...should start investing more ‘time,
money and energy in family life,” and
invest less ‘in themselves’...People should
stop having sex — and especially stop hav-
ing babies — outside of marriage. And
people should get married; they should
stop living together if they’re not married.

And they should have children. And par-

ents should put the well-being of their

children abead of their own interests.

Among other things, that means that

mothers of preschoolers should stay home

and take care of their children. And mar-
ried couples with resident children should

not divorce (p. 4).

Scanzoni states these views in such an
extreme and unqualified way that even very
few traditionalists would agree with them.
For instance, few people at any point on the
ideological spectrum believe that couples
with resident children should never divorce,
even if one spouse acts violently against the
other or the children. Now compare the
extremist views attributed to the “fixed phi-
losophy” outlook to Scanzoni’s description of
his own personal favorite, the “process-ori-
ented” outlook. The eminently more sensible
people holding this view want to

Invest in themselves (self-fulfillment) but

they want to do so in a responsible man-

ner. For them, “responsible” means help-
ing (and mnot burting) their partner

B men

B women

Separ

Source:1990,1991,
1993 and 1994

General Social Surveys

The data on divorced
persons are a bit mis-
leading. The main
reason that the
women are happier
than the men is that
they have been
divorced longer, on
the average, than the

men. People recover

[from the effects of a

divorce gradually,
and because a larger
percentage of men
remarry (and among
those who remanry,
men remarry sooner),
a larger percentage of
the divorced men than
of the divorced women
are in the period right

afier divorce.
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(whether spouse, cobabitor, boy-girl-
[friend), children, parents or other family
members. It means investing in others
and in oneself at the same time (p.4).

F COURSE, it would be hard to find

anyone at any point on the ideolog-

ical spectrum who believes that
each individual should invest only in others
and not at all in oneself. By this formulation,
Scanzoni conveniently typecasts those who
are concerned about the decline of marriage
as rigid, unattractive extremists. He also con-
veniently avoids all the hard questions about
what “helping and not hurting” one’s spouse
and children might mean in the context of
deciding, say, whether or not to divorce one’s
spouse. (After all, most spouses and almost
all children find the experience of divorce an
emotionally “hurtful” one.)

Apparently, in Scanzoni’s universe, one
can almost always indulge one’s own desires
without injuring anyone else. In
Scanzoni’s textbook, the possibility of actual
conflict between self and others, between

ever

desires and responsibilities, between obligation
to others and self-actualization, is never permit-
ted to disturb or even inform the reader.

A main goal of this book appears to be to
persuade students not to be overly commit-
ted, not to love too much, and to be espe-
cially careful not to “give” more than they
“get” in marriage and in other family relation-
ships. This is a sure recipe for marital failure.

One more example. Here, according to
Scanzoni, is how religious adherents to the
“process-oriented” view of marriage “take
seriously the Judeo-Christian precept, thou
shalt love thy neighbor as thyself.” These
more enlightened people believe that “one
should not love one’s neighbor (partner, par-
ent, children) more than oneself” (p. 5).
Elsewhere (p. 201) Scanzoni asserts that
“during the past North
wives/mothers loved their husbands and
children more than they loved themselves.”
Presumably, these women were breaking the
Biblical commandment.

American

Marriage as Horror Story

Other family textbooks, while avoiding
Scanzoni’s flawed framework, share his basic
assumption that marriage is bad for women.
The evidence for this surprisingly common
idea rests largely on a persistently influential
but now twenty-five-year-old book by the
sociologist Jessie Bernard called The Future
of Marriage.

Serious social scientists have long looked
askance at the quality of the evidence that
Bernard offers for her thesis that marriage is
distinctly good for men, but generally harm-
ful for women. To support this conclusion,
Bernard turns to two bodies of data. First, she
finds from national surveys that married men
report a much higher level of personal hap-
piness than any category of unmarried men
(never-married, divorced, separated, or wid-
owed). This fact she presents as clear evi-
dence that marriage benefits men.

In an appendix, she reports almost iden-
tical data on women taken from the same
surveys. However, she does not consider
these data on women to be evidence that
marriage benefits women, because, she rea-
sons, married women only say they are
happy because society expects them to say
so. To call this reasoning weak would be an
understatement.

Her other data deserve to be taken more
seriously. A few studies have shown that
some symptoms of stress, including chronic
depression, occur more often among married
women than among either unmarried women
or married men, which does suggest that
marriage is either more stressful on, or less
helpful to, at least some married women
when compared to men.

However, most family scholars no longer
consider this evidence as supportive of
Bernard’s core thesis that the effects of mar-
riage are typically opposite for men and
women. A large body of earlier research as
well as research conducted since Bernard’s
book was published has shown that married
women fare better on average on most indi-
cators of well-being than do unmarried



women, even though on some indicators the
gap between married and unmarried men is
larger than the gap between married and
unmarried women.

OREOVER, at least until recently,
selection into and out of marriage,
which affects differences in well-
being between married and unmarried per-
sons, has almost certainly been different for
men and women. For example, manifesta-
tions of depression (such as staying in bed
for long parts of the day) may have been
more likely to be tolerated for wives than for
husbands.
Nonetheless, a surprising number of cur-
rent family textbooks repeat Bernard’s core

thesis as though it were a proven fact. For
instance:

e Bernard’s investigation showed that the
psychological costs of marriage were great
Sfor women (Aulette, p. 270);

e We do know, for instance, that marriage
has an aduverse effect on women’s mental
bealth (Collins and Coltrane, p. 372);

o If marriage is so difficult for wives, why
do the majority surveyed judge themselves
as happy?...[The reason] is that happiness
is interpreted by wives in terms of confor-
mity. Since they are conforming to soci-
ely’s expectations, this must be happiness
(Baca Zinn and Eitzen, p. 253).

More informed scholarship clearly sug-

gests that both men and women typically
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benefit from marriage, physically and emo-
tionally, and that both men and women show
signs of psychological distress in the after-
math of divorce.

Is Marriage Good for Anyone?

While playing up doubtful theories about
the excessive costs of marriage to women,
the current generation of family textbooks
shows remarkably little interest in the much
more well-established evidence of the posi-
tive benefits of marriage to both sexes. No
book gives more than glancing attention to
the substantial research literature showing
that marriage confers major psychological
and emotional benefits on adults.

These findings, published in major schol-
arly journals, including Journal of Marriage
and the Family, American Journal of Sociology
and Social Forces, are amazingly consistent:
married persons, both men and women, are
on average considerably better off than all cat-
egories of unmarried persons (never-married,
divorced, separated, and widowed) in terms of
happiness, satisfaction, physical health,
longevity, and most aspects of emotional health
(see Gove, 1973; Gove,
Style & Hughes, 1990,
Hu & Goldman, 1990,
Umberson, 1987).

Some of the advan-
tages accruing to mar-
ried people is due to
selection: healthier,
happier people are
more likely to attract
mates and to keep
them than the mentally
or physically ill. But the
most sophisticated stud-
ies indicate that the
effects of marital status
itself are substantial,
probably accounting for
as much of the observed
advantages as does
selection. (See, for
example, Daniel, 1996;
Lillard & Panis, 1995.)

The best research of careful social scien-
tists strongly suggests that marriage itself is
good for people. This accumulating body of
evidence has led the sociologist Linda Waite
to conclude in her recent presidential address
to the Population Association of America:

1 think social scientists have an obligation

to point out the benefits of marriage beyond

the mostly emotional ones, which tend to
push people toward marriage but may not
sustain them when the honeymoon is over.

We have an equally strong obligation to

make policymakers aware of the stakes

when they pull the policy levers that dis-

courage marriage (Waite, 1995, p. 500).

It is hard to think of research that is more
directly relevant to students’ lives or to ongo-
ing public policy debates. Yet how much
space do current textbooks devote to this evi-
dence? Five of them have no treatment at all
of marital effects on well-being. Five others
devote from one sentence to less than one
page to the topic. No book devotes more
than 3.5 pages to the topic; the mean treat-
ment per book is 1.25 pages.

VEN more oddly, though the evidence

indicates that marriage has positive

effects for both men and women, almost
half of the meager space devoted to marriage
effects is taken up with discussions of how
marriage hurts women, including almost all
the space devoted to the topic in Diversity in
Families, by Maxine Baca Zinn and D. Stanley
Eitzen, the book with the longest treatment on
the topic (pp. 251-254). It is as if these text-
book writers have all tacitly agreed to wear the
same blinders, causing them all to live in a
strange world in which all bad things about
marriage (domestic violence, marital fragility,
and career costs to women) are clearly visible,
but all good things about marriage are either
only dimly visible or not visible at all.

For example, faced with the evidence that
married people are less stressed and lonely,
Kenneth J. Davidson and Newlyn B. Moore, in
Marriage and Family: Change and Continuity,
boldly conclude that



It would be ludicrous to suggest that
young adults who experience loneliness
and stress should marry to alleviate their
problems. Obviously, the same personal
characteristics that resulted in their dis-
tressful state in singleness would also be

reflected in marriage (p. 322).

These authors thus explicitly deny the
possibility of any positive effects of marriage
on loneliness or stress, attributing the appar-
ent advantage that married people have in
these areas entirely to the principle of selec-
tion. However, most social scientists who
have studied the data believe that marriage
itself accounts for a great deal of the differ-
ence in average well-being between married
and unmarried persons. Indeed, loneliness is
probably the negative feeling most likely to
be alleviated simply by being married.

Bryan Strong and Christine DeVault, in
The Marriage and Family Experience, do cite
the health benefits of marriage. At the same
time, without evidence and contrary to much
of the research literature, they assert that:
“Many of these same benefits [are] likely
to accrue to cohabiting partners as well”
(p. 414). Well, apparently not. Much of
the health benefit of marriage to men, for
example, appears to stem from a sudden
drop in risky behavior — such as excessive
drug or alcohol use — that follows from mar-
riage, but not necessarily from cohabitation
(Lillard & Waite, 1995).

Hiding the Costs of Family Disintegration

Regarding the so-called nontraditional
families — divorced, remarried, and unwed
households — the filtering process employed
by these textbook writers is completely
reversed. Information about any possible
costs to children and society from growing
up outside of intact marriages enters these
books, if at all, with great difficulty, and in
greatly weakened form, while virtually any
optimistic theory about the benefits of “fami-
ly diversity” gets magnified far out of propor-
tion to the data that generate it. Consider, for
example, the relationship between family
structure and juvenile misbehavior, ranging

Figure 2: Reports of Risk Taking Bebavior in the Past Year

Divorced Widowed

from becoming disciplinary problems at
school to committing felonies. Explanations
for why some children become delinquents
are varied, but virtually no serious scholar
would claim that family influences are unim-
portant. As Michael R. Gottfredson and Travis
Hirschi summarize the research:
Such family measures as the percentage of
the population divorced, the percentage of
housebolds headed by women, and the
percentage of unattached individuals in
the commumnity are among the most pow-
erful predictors of crime rates (p. 103).
How much space do family textbooks
give to this topic? Only four books discuss it
at all, and these four do so in one page, two-
thirds of a page, one-sixth of a page, and
three lines, respectively, for a total of less
than half a page each. By way of comparison,
seven out of the twenty textbooks contain
discussions of “swinging” as a social lifestyle;
these discussions occupy on average about
two-thirds of a page each. In sum, these fam-
ily textbooks are almost twice as likely to
devote space to the topic of swinging, which
is practiced by a minuscule portion of cou-
ples, than to the relationship between family
structure and the problem of juvenile crime.
This is not an isolated example. Family
textbooks display remarkably little interest in
the effects of marital disruption or single par-

W men

women

Married

Source: Umberson (1987)

On every dependent

variable except mari-

Juana use, the

divorced and wid-
owed are more likely
than the married to
engage in negative
health behaviors and
less likely to experi-
ence an orderly life
style (p. 313).
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enting on children, devoting an average of
only 3.5 pages directly to this topic, including
pictures and boxed inserts. Two books —
Aulette’s and Marriage and Family: Diversity
and Strengths, by David H. Olson and John
DeFrain — have no discussion at all of the
topic. Scanzoni mentions the idea (in a chap-
ter on “Divorce and Its Responsibilities”) only
to dismiss it: “The belief was, and still is for
many people, that when adults fail to per-
form their roles properly, children suffer and
thus the whole society is weakened” (pp.
303-4). But apparently, for Scanzoni, this
belief is no longer held by intelligent people;
concern for children is apparently no longer
a major component of the “responsibilities”
of divorce.

The books that do review at least some of
the evidence of the harmful effects of divorce
and solo parenting often tend to minimize
the topic. In The Intimate Environment:
Exploring Marriage and the Family, Arlene S.
Skolnick’s discussion of the effects of family
structure on children is typical:

The majority of well-designed studies.. find

that family structure — the number of par-

ents in the home or the fact of divorce — is
not in itself the critical factor in children’s
well-being. In both intact and other fami-
lies, what children need most is a warm,
concerned relationship with at least one

parent (pp. 343-4).

This is a remarkably misleading state-
ment, especially when presented, as it is by
Skolnick, as an argument against popular and
scholarly concern over recent trends in fami-
ly structure. In the first place, even after con-
trolling for a variety of factors, current
research suggests that an intact marriage in
itself appears to make a positive difference in
a child’s well-being. Intact marriages also
have important indirect effects on child out-
comes by strongly affecting the probability
that a child will have a warm, concerned rela-
tionship with a parent. Indeed, because even
the possibility, not to mention the quality, of
family relationships is so obviously linked to
the realities of family structure — because, to

cite only one example, it is considerably
harder for a child to have a “warm, con-
cerned relationship” with her father when her
father is estranged from her mother and liv-
ing far away — it borders on educational mal-
practice to tell students that process matters,
but structure does not, as if these concepts
were somehow competitors for our ideologi-
cal allegiance rather than descriptions of two
closely interrelated aspects of family life.

ONSIDER another obvious example.
Well-designed studies show that single
parents, because of the pressure and
stress they are under, often find it more diffi-
cult to maintain moderate, consistent disci-
pline with their children. At the same time,
children may respond to the loss of the intact
family by acting out in various ways and
becoming more difficult to handle, which
may in turn harm the quality of the parent-
child relationship. It is certainly much harder
to maintain a warm parental style when you
come home after a hard day’s work to a pile
of bills, a recalcitrant child, and messages
from your child’s teacher complaining about
his behavior at school. Is this a problem of
process, structure, or both? (Answer: both.)
Similarly, few of these textbooks give
adequate attention to the considerable recent
research on the ways in which stepfamilies
affect children. The exact amount of space
devoted to the topic is difficult to assess,
because in six textbooks the discussion is
intermixed with and overshadowed by a dis-
cussion of the problems of adults in stepfam-
ilies. Six books fail even to discuss the topic,
while another devotes just a single paragraph
to it. Only one textbook — Public and Private
Families by Andrew Cherlin — gives the
impression that the question of how children
fare in stepfamilies warrants much attention.
Yet a great deal of important recent research
indicates that children in stepfamilies fare at
least as poorly, on average, as those in single-
parent families (Booth & Dunn, 1994).
Overall, most of these textbooks remain
rather dogmatically dedicated to the proposi-



tion that intact marriages are not especially
important for raising children. The great
majority of Americans who persist in thinking
otherwise are, as these authors frequently
suggest, merely ignorant. For example, here
is Baca Zinn and Eitzen:
Those who persist in seeing the transforma-
tion of family patterns as the source of dis-
array, bave it backwards...Divorce and
single parentbood are the consequences of
social problems rather than the cause as
some would have us believe (p. 20).
The 1950s, as Nijole V. Benokraitis, in
Marriages and Families: Changes, Choices,
and Constraints, hastens to assure us,

“brought only a flicker of contentment to a
minuscule number of white, middle-class, sub-
urban U.S. families” (p. 17). Such ham-fisted
ideological assertions are not supported by the
evidence from such sources as the “Americans
View Their Mental Health” surveys and the

General Social Surveys which report little
change in happiness from the 1950s to the
present, and little difference in psychological
well-being between white middle-class subur-
banites and most other Americans.

Other textbooks briefly describe compet-
ing views of family change and then argue at
some length for the perspective they prefer—
which turns out invariably to be the sanguine
view that families are changing, not declin-
ing. For example, Mary Ann Schwartz and
BarBara Marlene Scott, in Marriages and
Families: Diversity and Change, describe
“The Pessimistic View of Families” in just
over half a page and “The Optimistic View of
Families” in slightly less space. They then
launch into “Debunking Myths About
Marriages and Families,” a section that con-
tinues for five and half pages and is essen-
tially a defense of optimistic views about
divorce and single motherhood. In this book,
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as in many others, the authors describe pejo-
ratively as a “myth” any view of contempo-
rary family change with which they disagree.

As a result, any future therapist, marriage
counselor, minister, teacher, or family lawyer
would come away from these textbooks with
the distinct impression that marital disruption
and unwed childbearing have few if any
harmful effects on children and society.

It is not surprising, given the ongoing
academic debates on the subject, that some
textbooks would take this view on some par-
ticular questions. But it is a bit surprising and
highly revealing that all twenty textbooks
would take this view on virtually every ques-
tion. The result is a textbook story that seri-
ously downplays the important role of mar-
riage in benefitting adults and in protecting
children emotionally, financially, and acade-
mically. It suggests an “expert consensus”
that is sharply at odds with much of the
weight of social science evidence, as well as
at odds with the conclusions of numerous
leading family scholars, many of whom, in
recent years, as the scholarly evidence has
mounted, have largely abandoned this sanguine,
1970s-style view of contemporary family change.
Missing Children

These textbooks are characteristically unin-
terested in the effects
of family change on
children. One might
expect that a major
focus, if not the major
focus, of family text-
books would be about
the ways in which
family life shapes chil-
dren. Yet these twenty
textbooks are over-
whelmingly preoccu-
pied with adult rela-
tionships. Just 24 of
338 total chapters in
these textbooks deal
primarily with family
effects on children.

Moreover, even in

some of those chapters, up to half of the space
is actually devoted to other matters. Far more
space — at least three times as much — is
devoted to adult relations, without regard to
how they affect children.

Olson and DeFrain, for example, devote
an entire chapter to the subject of
“Parenthood,” which cannot be classified as a
chapter devoted to family effects on children,
since its major focus is in fact the effects of
children on parents.

IMILARLY, current family textbooks

devote nearly twice the space to family

violence directed at adults, such as date
rape and spousal abuse, as to child abuse
and neglect. No book omits child abuse alto-
gether, but some of the discussions are
remarkably short and superficial. The two
textbooks with the longest discussions of
child abuse (Aulette with 12 pages and
Scanzoni with 17) each devote about twice as
much space to violent adult relationships (30
and 32 pages, respectively). The average
amount of space devoted to child abuse is
just over 7 pages, compared with a mean of
over 12 pages devoted to family violence
affecting adults.

Moreover, the same strange reluctance to
draw any conclusions that might be con-
strued as “pro-marriage” is also evident in
these discussions of violence. Child abuse is
empirically more common in certain family
forms. Sexual abuse is more common in step-
families, for example, and child abuse and
serious injury are more common in single-
parent families. Surely this relationship
between family structure and risks of vio-
lence is important enough to merit mention
in any balanced discussion of family vio-
lence. However, less than half these books
(only 8 of 20) do so.

Even those textbooks that do note the
connection between family structure and
child abuse fail to draw the obvious conclu-
sion that the rapid increase in single parent
families and stepfamilies has very likely
increased the amount of child abuse in the



United States. Similarly, not one of these
books suggests a strategy of reversing recent
family structure trends as one path to reduc-
ing violence against children, although sever-
al equally hard-to-accomplish measures, such
as reducing violence-provoking stress, sex-
ism, racism, and poverty, are all vigorously
recommended.

If family textbooks do not devote much
attention to the well-being of children, it is
not because space is limited. Most of these
textbooks include considerable material of lit-
tle or no educational value.

The most obvious example of wasted
space is in Davidson and Moore’s book, where
about a fourth of most pages is blank, except
for an occasional boxed insert or definition that
extends into the overly wide margin. Many of
the definitions, to be generous, are not very use-
ful. Two of the terms defined are “nipple” and
“penis.” Anyone who reaches college without
knowing the meaning of these terms is unlikely
to understand the definitions given by Davidson
and Moore, which in the case of “penis” is “an
elongated shaft consisting of erectile tissue,
nerve endings, a large supply of blood vessels,
and urethra” (p. 21).

In many textbooks, much space is occu-
pied by photos and other illustrations that
add little. A feeling for the sheer banality of
most textbook “art” can be gained merely
from reading the captions. Consider the fol-
lowing example of captions for pictures in
Contemporary Families: A Sociological View,
by Richard J. Gelles:

e A luxury car, such as a Bentley, is a sign

of the kind accumulated wealth possessed

by wealthy families (p. 135);

e Parents who have a second child say

that having two children involves more

work and more fatigue (p. 271);

e Thinning bhair or becoming bald are two

signs of the significant changes men go

through in middle age (p. 363).

Or these equally trite captions for pic-
tures in Marriage and the Family: The Quest
Jfor Intimacy, by Robert H. Lauer and Jeanette
C. Lauer:

Figure 3: Proportions of Women Extremely Satisfied Emotionally with Sex

Single

e A sense of humor is one of the qualities

we value in others (p. 188);

eFriends enjoy being with one another

most of the time (p. 175);

e Holding hands is part of the normative

bebavior of dating (p. 137);

e Appearance is an important element in

Sfirst impressions (p. 123).

In addition, many family textbooks con-
tain long digressions on topics only margin-
ally related to marriage and families.
Benokraitis, for example, devotes the last
twelve pages of a thirty-two page chapter on
“Racial-Ethnic Families” to the general prob-
lem of prejudice and discrimination, without
any particular reference to marriage and fam-
ilies. Or, one could read the entire chapter
called “The Retirement Years” in Understanding
Families: Diversity, Continuity, and Change, by
George E. Dickinson and Michael R. Leming,
without ever guessing that it is part of a fam-
ily textbook, since less than 5 of its 27 pages
deal with family-related topics. In many of
these textbooks, treatments of topics such as
social inequality range far and wide, with
only an indirect connection to family issues.
Grading the Textbhooks

Overall, these twenty textbooks are dedi-
cated to exploring many issues, but a bal-
anced examination of the consequences of
recent family change is not one of them.

Source: Waite (1995)

Although cobab-
itors report levels of
sexual activity as
high as the mar-
ried, both cobabit-
ing women and
men report lower
levels of satisfac-
tion with this
activity (p. 492).
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These books highlight the problems of mar-
riage, both perceived and real, while essen-
tially ignoring research on the benefits of
marriage. When dealing with alternate fami-
ly forms, the formula is reversed. These text-
books emphasize the strength and validity of
nontraditional relationships while ignoring
or downplaying important research on the
long-term costs to children and to society of
the decline of marriage.

None of the textbooks reviewed can be
given an overall grade of “excellent” and
only one — Cherlin’s — can be rated as excel-
lent in scholarship and rigorous treatment of
evidence. All of the books are seriously defi-
cient in the adequacy of their treatment of
the most urgent family issues facing the
nation today.

The two worst books are those by
Aulette and Scanzoni, neither of which
should go into a second edition. The former
is little more than propaganda — so blatant a
display of propaganda that it is unlikely to
be adopted by any instructor who does not
believe that political indoctrination is a prop-
er function of a sociology of the family
course. The latter, while adopting a pose of
balance, gives a highly distorted picture of
different ideological positions, and its repre-
sentation of some publications is so grossly
inaccurate that none of its literature review
can be trusted. Although Scanzoni urges an
ethic of “not hurting others,” he arms stu-
dents with the means to rationalize behavior
that will hurt others.

Here is the bottom line. Many of the text-
books are so deficient that students who take
courses in which they are used are likely to
complete the courses more ill-informed
about important family issues than when
they began.

Why the Textbooks are So Bad

ODAY’S textbooks are almost entirely
creatures of the marketplace. No out-
side associations, and few if any inter-

nal pressures, exercise any quality control
over this key intellectual product. Effective
demand for textbooks comes largely from
undergraduate and community college
instructors and professors, whose knowledge
of the field, ironically, is highly dependent
on the textbooks themselves. Academic jour-
nals rarely review textbooks; professional
associations such as the American
Psychological Association, the American
Sociological Association, and the National
Council on Family Relations also exercise lit-
tle or no oversight of these books.

While most other publications by college
and university faculty are evaluated by col-
leagues, department chairs, deans, and pro-
motion committees, the writing and publish-
ing of textbooks is an activity that exists
largely outside of the academic oversight and
rewards system. Even at teaching institutions,
a scholar who writes an excellent textbook
may not be furthering his or her academic
reputation or career. Conversely, producing
an error-filled or bias-ridden textbook will
not necessarily jeopardize an academic
career, since these books are usually not sys-
tematically scrutinized by those who evalu-
ate faculty performance.

Publishers’ incentives are similarly
skewed. While publishers do have textbook
manuscripts reviewed, these outside readers
are usually undergraduate teachers rather
than family scholars. While they may well be
qualified to judge the appeal of books to stu-
dents, or to other instructors, they are sel-
dom in a position to detect factual errors,
misrepresentations of the literature, misinter-
pretations of data, or other similar flaws.
What these know of family
research is largely drawn from other text-
books, thus creating a closed loop.

Moreover, the extremely low stipends
currently offered to reviewers serve to dis-
courage careful consideration of manu-
scripts. Reviewers are typically offered $200
to $250 to review as many as 400 to 500
pages of manuscript. Careful examination of
a text of this size requires, at the very least,

reviewers



two to three work days. In other words, con-
scientious reviewers must be willing to work
for little more than minimum wage on a task
that will in no way add to their academic
prestige or further their own careers. Such
conditions obviously are not conducive to
careful, conscientious reviews.

An additional influence on the market for
textbooks is the preferences of students
themselves, who are even less qualified than
their instructors to judge quality or compe-
tence. Many colleges and universities now
require student evaluations of courses and
use these results to make decisions about
instructors’ salary increases and promotions;
thus, the reactions of students have a direct
impact on course content and on the charac-
teristics of textbooks.

This virtually complete surrender of text-
book production to an ill-informed market

does not bode well for their scientific and
intellectual quality. Not only are family text-
books peculiarly vulnerable to “innocent”
errors, they are also especially liable to being
deformed by the authors’ strong ideological
biases. The direction of these biases is likely
to be in one direction only: Most social and
behavior scientists are liberals or radicals and
only a tiny proportion are conservatives or
centrists (For data on sociologists, see Glenn,
1993.)

It may be impossible to produce a text-
book that is free of ideological bias. But
when all textbooks are ideologically biased
in the same direction, the danger is that
teachers and students will be locked in a nar-
row world view, lacking even the informa-
tion necessary to make their own judgments.

Another victim of such ideological bias
will be the work of first-rate scholars and
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researchers, who depend heavily on lower-
level instructors and their students to dis-
seminate accurately their findings, both to
the public and to the next generation of
social service and therapeutic profession-
als. Good research has real-world implica-
tions. Yet, what good scholars do is for
naught, or may even have harmful conse-
quences, if their findings, theories, and
insights are not relayed accurately to those
who may base decisions upon them.

Recommendations

To College Instructors:

College teachers need to reflect more
carefully on their educational mission. Is
political indoctrination an appropriate goal
for a college course, or should students be
exposed to different points of view and
taught to think for themselves? Do current
courses provoke student interest in ways
that contribute to or detract from basic edu-
cational goals?

Busy instructors may not be able to
evaluate definitively the scholarly and intel-
lectual quality of textbooks, but they can
determine, for example, the extent to which
the textbooks they
use are overly adult-
centered, or the
extent to which they

simply ignore
important family
issues. They can

also become more
aware of the need
for balanced treat-
ment of controver-
sial topics, and can
refrain from select-
ing production wval-
ues over academic
values. An overly
slick production of a
book is a sign of
misplaced emphasis,

an almost sure signal the book should be
avoided, if only because it has been made
more expensive than it need be.

The key point is that publishers will
produce better textbooks when college
instructors demand them.

To Publishers:

Conscientious publishers can take steps
now, consistent with good business prac-
tice, to improve the quality of the text-
books they produce. The most important
step is to improve the reviewing process
that textbook proposals and manuscripts
undergo.

Enlist  reputable scholars and
researchers as reviewers. Too many pub-
lishing houses rely too exclusively on
undergraduate teachers rather than knowl-
edgeable scholars as reviewers, which
leads to textbooks that are riddled with fac-
tual inaccuracies, misrepresentations of the
literature, and misinterpretations of data.
Publishers should more carefully match the
qualifications of reviewers to the books
reviewed. They should also increase the
ideological diversity among reviewers; it is
not written in stone that the ideological
perspectives of reviewers should be identi-
cal to the ideological perspectives of the
textbook authors.

More generally, to encourage more
careful reviewing, publishers may need to
increase the stipends they offer, which are
currently so low as to make reviewing text-
books minimum wage work.

To trim costs, publishers could also
reduce blank space, eliminate coverage of
marginally relevant topics, and cut expen-
sive frills (including color art, cartoons, and
pictures) that do not illuminate important
points.

To Textbook Authors:

The purpose of these textbooks is to
help students understand marriage and
family life. This is a goal worth remem-
bering. Other goals, such as catering to
fashion or advancing desirable political
objectives, should not be allowed to



distract attention or reshape priorities
away from the main task.

Reducing  prejudice,  discrediting
Reaganomics, defending the welfare sys-
tem, promoting gay rights, engendering
sympathy for the elderly — all of these may
be worthy objectives. But when they
become a major focus of textbooks ostensi-
bly devoted to disseminating social sci-
ence’s understanding of marriage and the
family as institutions, they undermine these
books’ capacity to carry out their core edu-
cational mission.

To Colleges and Universities:

Administrators and faculty members
could do much to improve college text-
books in general, including family text-
books. Textbooks would almost certainly
be of higher quality if colleges and univer-
sities provided appropriate professional
rewards for writing high quality textbooks.
Department chairs, governing committees,
deans, and promotion committees could
work to remove the stigma from textbook
writing and bring it into the realm of activ-
ities that are carefully evaluated and
rewarded or punished by their institutions.
If authors were subject to rewards or sanc-
tions from their employing institutions,
they would have far more incentive to
resist the more perverse influences of the
textbook marketplace as it is currently
structured.

To Family Scholars and Researchers:

Through their professional associations,
family scholars and researchers should
begin developing standards for textbooks.
As scholars, our life’s work is disseminated
largely through textbooks, and what we do
is radically devalued if our findings, theo-

ries, and insights are not presented accu-
rately to those who may use them to make
decisions affecting their own lives, their
families’ lives, and the lives of their future
clients and charges.

To Journalists, Family
Professionals, Students, and Others
Who May Rely on Textbooks for
Information:

Question authority. Until college
instructors, textbook authors, and publish-
ers change their ways, the content of mar-
riage and family courses at most colleges is
likely to be scientifically unreliable, ideo-
logically slanted, and missing much of the
information that is necessary for any rea-
sonable personal evaluation or public dis-
cussion regarding marriage and family life.

A Call for Better Texthooks

HIS report places much of the blame
for the deficiencies of family text-
books on current market conditions,
yet the fault may lie almost as much with
the failures of authors and publishers to
recognize an unsatisfied demand for higher
quality. Clearly, many people who teach
and take family courses are dissatisfied
with the textbooks that are now available.
If a publisher were to produce a well
written, adequately reviewed, intellectually
serious, and ideologically balanced book
that was not highly adult-centered and gave
competent coverage to the most important
family issues facing our nation, the book
would almost certainly be a commercial
success. It would occupy a market niche in
which there is currently no competition.
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About This Study

The criteria used by Professor Glenn in selecting books for inclusion in this study were
(1) having either “marriage” or “family” in the title or subtitle, (2) having a publication date
of 1994, 1995, or the first three months of 1996, and (3) being a college-level “survey” or
general textbook. Twenty of the twenty-two books meeting these criteria were included in
the survey. (In two cases, publishers declined to provide or sell copies of the books.) The
twenty surveyed texts closely approximate the full universe of currently available and
widely used textbooks in this area.

About the Council on Families

The Council on Families is comprised of eighteen nationally prominent scholars and
family experts who have come together to form an on-going program of collaborative
research, interdisciplinary deliberation, and public education on major issues of family
well-being. The Council’s mission is to examine the status of the family as a social institu-
tion and to make recommendations for the future. Members of the Council serve as unpaid
volunteers who have joined together on the basis of a shared commitment to improving
child and family well-being. The Council commissions and evaluates scholarly essays on a
wide range of family topics and draws upon the expertise of leaders from across the nation
and scholars from all branches of the human sciences. It also pursues an ambitious pro-
gram of public education, regularly seeking to communicate its findings and conclusions
to the wider public.

The Council’'s Recent Accomplishments

As the culmination of several years of collaborative research and interdisciplinary delib-
eration, the Council on Families released Marriage in America: A Report to the Nation in
1995. This report summarizes the results of the Council’s three-year inquiry into the status
of marriage and includes the Council’s recommendations for revitalizing marriage. This
project represents the first time in at least a generation in which diverse family experts have
come together to propose ways to strengthen marriage. Public response to the report has
been strong; to date, more than 50,000 copies have been sold or distributed. As a follow-
up to this report, a book of essays, Promises to Keep: Decline and Renewal of Marriage in
America, was published in 1996 by Rowman and Littlefield. Edited by David Popenoe, Jean
Bethke Elshtain, and David Blankenhorn, this book contains twelve scholarly essays on
marriage that were commissioned by the Council. In addition, Marriage in America has
been re-published as the book’s final chapter. For further information about these and
other publications, please contact the Institute.



Council on Families

Steven Bayme, Director, William Petschek National Jewish Family Center, American Jewish
Committee, New York
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