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a	  We use “Hispanic” and “Latino” interchangeably throughout the brief. Consistent with the U.S. Census Bureau definition, this includes individuals  
having origins in Mexico, Puerto Rico, and Cuba, as well as other “Hispanic, Latino or Spanish” origins.

b	Programs targeted married couples but varied in the procedures used to verify marital status. Some programs asked couples whether they considered 
themselves married, while others placed more emphasis on legal marriage. At the 12-month follow-up, 81 percent of all couples in the SHM evaluation 
reported being legally married. 

c	 For simplicity, we refer to these couples as “married couples” from this point forward.

Overview 
The quality and dynamics of mother-father couple relationships shape the 
experiences and well-being of the entire family.1,2 A large body of research, 
for example, suggests that children thrive when their parents are in stable, 
high-quality, low-conflict relationships.3-6 Despite the size and growth of the 
Latinoa population in the United States, little is known about the relationship 
dynamics of Hispanic couples or how they might differ from other racial 
and ethnic groups. Few studies have examined how Hispanic couples 
interact and communicate with one another, how they resolve arguments or 
disagreements, or the relevance of these factors for their family’s well-being. 

One reason that research on this topic is lacking is that data on these issues 
are scarce for the U.S. Hispanic population. A recent review of more than 20 
(primarily national) data sets revealed that only one—the Supporting Healthy 
Marriage (SHM) evaluation data set—includes both a large enough sample 
of Latinos and information on an array of domains of family life. This data set 
therefore has the potential to address critical gaps in knowledge about Hispanic 
family life. Still, the SHM evaluation data set, while rich in information on married 
couplesb,c and their children, is a convenience sample of couples that may not 
represent the general population of Hispanic couples in the United States. 

This brief assesses the extent to which Hispanic participants in the SHM 
evaluation data set represent the broader U.S. population of Hispanic couples. 
Specifically, we examine how representative the study’s Latino couples are 
of low-income Hispanic couples with children (under age 18) in the general 
population by comparing them on socio-demographic characteristics such 
as age, education, number and ages of children, earnings, and so forth. We 
also assess how Latino couples in SHM compare to the broader population 
of low-income Hispanic couples across multiple domains of marital quality 
and mental health. Through these analyses, we highlight the SHM dataset’s 
potential for generating knowledge about Hispanic families, and identify 
potential limitations.

AT A GLANCE

Compared with low-income Hispanic 
couples in the general population, 
Hispanic couples in the Supporting 
Healthy Marriage evaluation data set 
were:

•	 younger and had younger families

•	 less likely to be immigrants

•	 more likely to speak English well 
and to have at least a high school 
education

•	 less likely to participate in the labor 
force, but had higher earnings

•	 more likely to have strained 
relationships and poor mental 
health

The SHM data set fills critical gaps in 
knowledge about Hispanic family life, 
though caution is warranted when  
using this data set to describe the 
“typical” low-income Hispanic family  
in the United States.

http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/?post_type=publications&p=20527&preview=true
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This brief relies on data from the American Community Survey (ACS) 
and the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (Fragile Families). 
The ACS provides a national benchmark against which to assess the 
representativeness of SHM couples in terms of their demographic, 
employment, economic, and family characteristics, as well as their human 
capital. In turn, the Fragile Families data set contains a sample of families 
that are low-income and have young children. Unlike the ACS, Fragile 
Families collected data on couples’ relationship dynamics and well-being 
that can be used to compare Hispanic couples in the two data sets on 
those dimensions. 

Key Findings
Compared with low-income Hispanic couples in the general population 
(ACS sample), Hispanic couples in the SHM evaluation data set:

•	Were younger, had been married for fewer years, and had fewer and 
younger children. 

•	Were less likely to be immigrants. More than half of the Hispanic couples 
in SHM had at least one partner who was born in the United States.

•	Had more human capital. Hispanic couples in SHM were more likely to report speaking English well and to have at least 
a high school education.  

•	 Had higher earnings but lower labor force participation. 

In addition, relative to low-income Hispanic couples in the Fragile Families study, Hispanic couples in SHM:

•	 Were less likely to express their love and affection often and to feel satisfied with the way they handled relationship 
problems; they were also more likely to argue frequently.

•	Were more likely to be sad or have a substance abuse problem.

The differences across samples limit the ability to use the SHM data set to make generalizable statements about Hispanic 
family life in the United States. Nevertheless, the large sample size of Hispanics in SHM and the breadth of data collected 
(as well as the lack of current alternatives) allow for critical exploratory research on the well-being of Hispanic families. 
Our findings have several implications for programs and research:

•	National data are needed on couples’ relationships and family dynamics.

•	National data collection efforts should also include questions that can represent the diversity of Hispanic family life 
to deepen the field’s understanding of the varied experiences of Hispanic families in the United States (e.g., nativity, 
country of origin, educational attainment).

•	Programs that target Hispanic couples like those who participated in the SHM evaluation should develop new 
strategies to enroll segments of the Hispanic population that were not well-represented in the SHM evaluation. In 
particular, additional efforts are needed to recruit couples in which both partners are foreign-born, who have limited 
English proficiency, and who have low levels of education. 

About the Supporting Healthy 
Marriage Evaluation Data Set

The SHM data set includes data from a 
recent experimental evaluation of the 
effectiveness of federally funded healthy 
marriage and relationship education 
programs targeting low-income married 
couples. The data set contains extensive 
information on various dimensions 
of couples’ marital quality and child 
outcomes, as well as key social, 
demographic, and economic measures. 
Notably, roughly 40 percent of the 
couples in the SHM sample had at least 
one partner who identified as Hispanic. 
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Data and Methods

Description of data sets 

The Supporting Healthy Marriage (SHM) evaluation 
contains data from a federally funded experimental 
evaluation of SHM programs implemented in eight 
sites from 2007 to 2009.7,8 Participants were recruited 
from different sources, including through community 
partners and referrals. To be eligible to participate in the 
study, couples had to be married and have a child under 
age 18. Most couples in the SHM evaluation study were 
low-income (approximately 82 percent of all couples had 
incomes below 200 percent of the federal poverty line); 
however, low-income family status was not a program or 
study requirement. Participants were randomly assigned 
to either an SHM experimental program or a control 
group. Data from male and female partners—in both 
the experimental and control groups—were collected at 
baseline (prior to the intervention) and at two later times: 
12 and 30 months post-intervention. Analyses for this 
brief were conducted using baseline datad and restricted 
to couples in which at least one partner identified as 
Hispanic (N=3,402 couples).

The American Community Survey (ACS) is an annual 
survey conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau that is 
nationally representative of U.S. households.e The survey 
collects detailed demographic information from one 
household respondent, including age, gender, place of 
birth, and employment status. The responding adult 
answers these questions for all household members, 
including their partner (if they have one). This brief used 
data from the ACS three-year estimates for the same years 
during which the SHM study was conducted (2007–2009).f  
We limited our analyses to respondents who were married 
or living with their partner, who identified as Hispanic 
(or who indicated that their partner was Hispanic), and 
who had a child under age 18 living in the household 
(N=59,787 couples). 

The Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study (Fragile Families) is a federally funded longitudinal study of the families 
of nearly 5,000 children born in large cities in the United States from 1998 to 2000.9 Parents were recruited from hospitals 
following childbirth. Interviews were conducted with both mothers and fathers of focal children. The study oversampled 
unmarried parents, whom they refer to as “fragile families.” When the data are weighted, the sample is representative of 
births in urban U.S. populations. The characteristics examined in this brief were assessed at the time of the focal child’s 
birth, with a few exceptions noted in Table 1. The total number of Hispanic couples included in our analyses was 474.

d	  Language spoken at home was assessed at the 12-month follow up.
e	  Data are from the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series.
f	  We used the 2008 ACS data set for “number of years married,” which was unavailable in the 2007 and 2009 ACS data sets.

About this Brief

This brief extends other efforts by the National Research 
Center on Hispanic Children and Families to assess and 
inventory the capacity of our country’s data infrastructure to 
measure and describe the characteristics and experiences 
of Hispanics in the United States. Other efforts in this series 
include:

Improving Data Infrastructure to Recognize Hispanic 
Diversity in the United States: This brief and associated 
data tool identify which key data elements needed to 
capture the diversity (e.g., country of heritage, time in 
the United States, legal status, generational status, etc.) 
of the Hispanic population are available in nationally 
representative, large-scale data sets used to examine key 
topics related to child and family well-being.

Using Existing Large-Scale Data to Study Early Care 
and Education among Hispanics: A series of briefs and 
respective interactive tools inventories and critically 
assesses the availability of data elements related to early 
care and education search, access, decision-making, and 
utilization that have been measured in large-scale data 
sets with sizeable Latino samples. 

This brief is a companion to the Hispanic Family Life Data 
Scan, which reviews surveys from more than 20 recent 
national data sets to assess the extent to which they collect 
information about Hispanic family/household composition, 
family formation and stability, relationship dynamics, and 
parenting and co-parenting.

http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/?publications=improving-data-infrastructure-to-recognize-hispanic-diversity-in-the-united-states
http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/?publications=improving-data-infrastructure-to-recognize-hispanic-diversity-in-the-united-states
http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/resources/data-tool-unpacking-hispanic-diversity/
http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/?nrc-news=using-existing-large-scale-data-to-study-early-care-and-education-among-hispanics
http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/?nrc-news=using-existing-large-scale-data-to-study-early-care-and-education-among-hispanics
http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/?post_type=publications&p=20527&preview=true
http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/?post_type=publications&p=20527&preview=true


4

To make the ACS and Fragile Families samples comparable to the 
target population of the SHM evaluation study, we restricted the 
samples in each of the comparison data sets to couplesg with the 
following characteristics:

•	 At least one partner identified as Hispanic

•	 Married or cohabitingh

•	 Both partners are age 18 or older

•	 Had at least one child under age 18i

•	 Family income under 200 percent of federal poverty linej,k

Methods

To see how low-income Hispanic couples in SHM compare to 
those in the ACS and Fragile Families studies, we compared 
the distribution of a range of demographic and relationship 
characteristics across the three data sets. Table 1 defines the 
characteristics used to compare the samples and indicates whether 
similar or comparable measures were available in ACS and Fragile 
Families. To the extent possible, we defined variables at the couple 
level and used variables that were as equivalent as possible across 
data sets. 

Sample weights were applied to the ACS and Fragile Families data 
sets. We present means and proportions for each variable across the 
three data sets when available. However, we based our comparisons 
of demographic characteristics of couples in SHM with the general 
population on those that compared SHM couples to couples in 
ACS (but not Fragile Families), as ACS is a nationally representative 
sample of U.S. households. Demographic information for the Fragile 
Families set is presented to provide context for the comparisons 
made. However, because these data are representative of a more 
targeted population (births in large cities from 1998 to 2000), they should not be used for comparisons of demographic 
characteristics of Hispanic couples in SHM. Instead, Fragile Families contains information about relationship quality 
and family functioning that allowed us to compare the data set to SHM. We used t-tests and chi-square tests to test for 
significant differences across data sets. Descriptive statistics were generated using Stata.

g	  We focused on heterosexual couples because the SHM programs did not include same-sex couples.
h	  We included cohabiting couples to represent the full spectrum of families included in the SHM evaluation.
i	  Two programs served couples who were pregnant or had recently had a child; the other six programs served couples with children under age 18.
j	  Income-to-poverty calculations in the Fragile Families study were based on household income because family income was not available.
k	  We conducted sensitivity analyses that restricted the SHM sample to those who met this income criterion. The results were generally the same as 

those conducted with the entire sample, with a few exceptions noted in the text.

Caveats 

The ACS is a nationally representative sample 
of households and only captures residential 
unions. Thus, comparisons to couples in 
ACS exclude couples that are separated and 
couples that have children who do not live 
in the household. Given the lack of more 
recent data, we relied on the Fragile Families 
data set to assess how SHM couples fared in 
terms of their relationship quality and mental 
health compared to other Hispanic couples. 
Fragile Families is weighted to represent 
births occurring in large U.S. cities from 1998 
to 2000, and is therefore not representative 
of the entire U.S. population. Comparisons to 
couples in Fragile Families do not capture the 
characteristics of Hispanic couples in smaller 
cities, rural areas, or those who have not 
had a child recently. Additionally, the Fragile 
Families sample was assembled nearly 10 
years earlier than SHM, and does not capture 
the characteristics of Hispanic families that 
migrated to the United States in more recent 
years. Notwithstanding, the Fragile Families 
was the best data set available to assess how 
Hispanic couples in the SHM study compared 
to other couples in the general population in 
terms of marital quality and family functioning. 
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Findings

Demographics

Age and race/ethnicity: Hispanic couples in SHM differed from Hispanic couples in the general population (ACS) on 
several demographic characteristics (Table 2). 

Specifically, in terms of age and race/ethnicity, couples in SHM were: 

•	 Younger and closer in age to each other. Hispanic men in SHM were, on average, five years younger (32 vs. 37 years 
old) than Hispanic men in the general population; Hispanic women in SHM were four years younger (30 vs. 34 years 
old) than Hispanic women in the general population. In addition, the difference in age between men and women 
was smaller among SHM couples than in the general population of Hispanic couples (1.6 vs. 4.4 years).  

•	 More likely to be in a mixed-race relationship. Twenty-one percent of couples in the SHM sample were in a mixed-
race relationship, compared to 14 percent in the national sample. 

Nativity status: There were fewer immigrant couples in SHM than in the general population. Additionally, SHM couples were:  

•	 More likely to have both partners born in the United States (31 percent), relative to Hispanic couples in the general 
population (19 percent). The SHM sample was less likely to include couples in which both partners were foreign-born 
(46 percent), relative to Hispanic couples in the general population (66 percent). 

•	 More likely to be recent immigrants if they had been born outside the United States. A larger proportion of Hispanic 
men and women in SHM had been in the United States for five years or fewer (18 and 26 percent, respectively) 
compared to those in the general population (10 and 15 percent, respectively). 

Human Capital
Language: In both samples (SHM and ACS), most couples included at least one partner who spoke Spanish. However, 
a lower percentage of couples in the SHM sample had both partners report speaking Spanish, relative to the national 
sample (72 percent compared to 80 percent). In general, compared with the general population, SHM couples were:

•	 More likely to have only one partner who spoke Spanish and to both report being proficient in English. Twenty-
two percent of all couples in SHM had only one partner who spoke Spanish, relative to eight percent of all Hispanic 
couples in the United States. In contrast, a larger percentage of SHM couples had both partners report speaking 
English well (55 percent) than among the general population of Hispanic couples (44 percent).l

Education: Couples in the SHM sample had higher levels of education compared with Hispanic couples in the general 
population. Specifically: 

•	 More than half of the couples in the SHM sample (55 percent) had a high school diploma, compared to 35 percent of 
Hispanic couples in the national sample. 

Financial
Employment and earnings: Couples in the SHM sample earned, on average, over $3,000 more than Hispanic couples in 
the general population ($26,932 vs. $23,515, respectively);m however, their participation in the labor force was lower.

•	 A smaller proportion of Hispanic couples in the SHM sample had at least one employed partner (84 percent), relative 
to the national sample (92 percent). This difference appears to be driven by lower labor force participation among 
men in the SHM sample, relative to Hispanic men in the general population. The proportion of couples in which both 
partners were employed was similar in the two samples (31 percent in SHM and 32 percent in ACS).n However, the 
proportion of SHM couples in which both partners were unemployed was 16 percent, compared to just eight percent 
of Hispanic couples in the general population.

l	  To be eligible for SHM, both partners had to be able to speak either English or Spanish well.  
m		In the sensitivity analyses that restricted the SHM sample to those with incomes 200 percent below the poverty line, the average combined earnings 

for SHM couples was $23,867, which is not significantly different from couples in the general population.
n	  In the sensitivity analyses that restricted the SHM sample to those with incomes 200 percent below the poverty line, the proportion of couples in 

which both partners were employed was 27 percent, which is significantly lower than the proportion in the ACS.
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Family
Children: Hispanic couples in SHM lived with fewer, and 
younger, children than Hispanic couples in the general 
population. 

•	 Nearly one third (31 percent) of the couples in the 
SHM sample lived with one child or fewer, compared 
to 23 percent in the national sample. Conversely, a 
larger proportion of couples in the general population 
lived with two, three, or four children. There were no 
differences between the samples in the proportion 
of families living with five or more children in the 
household. 

•	 On average, SHM couples had more children under 
age 5 and fewer children age 5 to 17, relative to 
Hispanic couples in the general population. 

Relationship 
Relationship length: Hispanic couples in the SHM sample 
had been married for fewer years than Hispanics in the 
general population. 

•	 The average couple in the SHM sample had been married for six years, compared to nearly 12 years in the national 
sample.

Relationship quality: Compared to Hispanic couples in the Fragile Families sample, Hispanic couples in the SHM sample 
had more strained relationships.o Specifically, SHM couples were:

•	 Less likely to express love and affection often. Over half (52 percent) of the couples in the SHM sample reported 
expressing love and affection toward one another often, compared to 71 percent of the Hispanic couples in Fragile 
Families.

•	 More likely to argue, not handle problems well, and report physical violence. Two thirds (68 percent) of the couples 
in the SHM sample had at least one partner who reported that the couple argued often, compared with 37 percent 
of Hispanic couples in Fragile Families. A smaller percentage of couples in the SHM reported handling their problems 
well than those in Fragile Families (29 vs. 37 percent). In addition, reports of physical violence were three times higher 
in SHM than in Fragile Families (26 vs. 8 percent, respectively).

Well-Being
Feelings of sadness and substance use: Hispanic couples in SHM were more likely to feel distressed/sad and to have a 
substance use problem. Specifically, couples in SHM were:

•	 More than twice as likely to report feeling sad or distressed than couples in Fragile Families (21 vs. 9 percent, 
respectively).

•	 Nearly six times as likely to report a substance abuse problem than couples in Fragile Families (36 vs. 6 percent, 
respectively).

o	  Additional analyses restricted the SHM sample to couples who had a child age one or younger, to make the SHM sample more comparable to Fragile 
Families. The conclusions from those analyses were the same as those reported for the entire SHM Hispanic sample.
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Conclusions
The Supporting Healthy Marriage evaluation data set contains a wealth 
of information about couples’ relationship dynamics—more than any 
other large data set with a high proportion of Hispanics. The dataset can 
help address important gaps in knowledge about how Hispanic couples 
communicate and how they resolve disagreements, as well as provide 
insights into the overall quality of their relationships.

However, Hispanic couples in SHM differ in some important ways from 
Hispanic couples with low incomes in the general population. Hispanic 
couples in the SHM sample were somewhat better off than those in the 
general population—they were better educated, had higher earnings, 
and were more likely to speak English well. Partners in SHM study couples 
were also more likely to both be U.S.-born. On average, Hispanics with 
these characteristics tend to have more resources, be more connected to 
social networks, and have greater access to social institutions (such as the 
community organizations from which many couples from this study were 
recruited).10,11 

Couples in the SHM were also younger, had been married for fewer years, 
and had fewer (and younger) children in their households. In short, SHM 
couples tended to be in the early stages of the family life cycle. Self-selection 
into SHM programs among younger couples—who, on average, had been 
married for six years—is not surprising. During the early years of marriage, 
many couples struggle to settle into their roles as spouses/partners and 
parents and to assume new financial responsibilities.12 This makes the early 
years a likely time for couples to seek support from relationship programs 
such as those evaluated through the SHM project.13,14 Indeed, SHM couples 
reported poorer relationship characteristics than those in the Fragile 
Families sample. These differences, while expected given that SHM couples 
were seeking programs to strengthen their relationships, must be kept in 
mind when interpreting findings derived from SHM data.

The differences identified here are consistent with those found in analyses 
comparing the entire SHM sample (not just Hispanics) to the general U.S. 
population.15 Although neither the SHM programs nor the evaluation 
study were designed to be representative of the general population, future 
efforts to enroll Hispanic participants might need to develop new strategies 
to engage specific segments of the Hispanic population. Specifically, 
recruitment should target couples in which both partners were born outside 
of the United States, who do not speak English well, and who have lower 
levels of education. 

Together, our findings suggest that the SHM evaluation data set can fill in 
some gaps in knowledge about Hispanic family life. Our companion brief, 
How Well Do National Surveys Measure Hispanic Family Life?, documents the 
wealth of information on family life collected through the SHM evaluation. 
The data offer a unique opportunity to examine the interrelationship 
between couples’ characteristics, their relationship dynamics, and children’s 
outcomes among Hispanics. However, caution is needed when using the 
data set to develop profiles of relationship dynamics and family functioning 
in a “typical” low-income Hispanic family in the United States. Our findings 
highlight the need for nationally representative data with information about 
couples’ relationship and family dynamics, as well as information that can 
better represent Hispanic diversity. In turn, these data would contribute to a 
better understanding of the varied experiences and changing characteristics 
of Hispanic families in the United States.16

Why research on low-income 
Hispanic children and families 
matters 

Hispanic or Latino children currently make up roughly 
1 in 4 of all children in the United States,a  and by 2050 
are projected to make up 1 in 3, similar to the number 
of white children.b Given this increase, how Hispanic 
children fare will have a profound impact on the social 
and economic well-being of the country  as a whole. 

Notably, though, 5.7 million Hispanic children, or one 
third of all Hispanic children in the United States, are in 
poverty, more than in any other racial/ethnic group.c 
Nearly two thirds of Hispanic children live in low-
income families, defined as having incomes of less than 
two times the federal poverty level.d Despite their high 
levels of economic need, Hispanics, particularly those 
in immigrant families, have lower rates of participation 
in many government support programs when 
compared with other racial/ ethnic minority groups.e-g 
High-quality, research-based information on the 
characteristics, experiences, and diversity of Hispanic 
children and families is needed to inform programs 
and policies supporting the sizable population of low-
income Hispanic families and children. 

a Federal Interagency Forum on Child and Family Statistics. 
(2017). America’s children: Key national indicators of well-being, 
2017, Table POP3. Washington, DC: Government Printing Office. 
Retrieved from http://www.childstats.gov/americaschildren/
tables.asp.
b Ibid. 
c DeNavas-Walt, C. & Proctor, B.D. (2015). Income and Poverty in 
the United States: 2014, Table B-2, Current Population Reports, 
P60-252. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Commerce, 
U.S. Census Bureau. Retrieved from https://www.census.gov/
content/dam/Census/library/publications/2015/demo/p60-252.
pdf#TableB-2.
d Lopez, M. H. & Velasco, G. (2011). Childhood poverty among 
Hispanics sets record, leads nation. Washington, DC: Pew 
Research Hispanic Center. Retrieved from  
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/09/28/childhood-poverty-
among-hispanics-sets-record-leads-nation/.
e Williams, S. (2013). Public assistance participation among 
U.S. children in poverty, 2010. Bowling Green, Ohio: 
National Center for Family & Marriage Research. Retrieved 
from http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1021&context=ncfmr_family_profiles.
f Lichter, D., Sanders, S., & Johnson, K. (2015). Behind at the 
starting line: Poverty among Hispanic infants. Durham, NH: 
University of New Hampshire, Carsey School of Public Policy. 
Retrieved from http://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.
cgi?article=1250&context=carsey.
g Child Trends Databank. (2014). Health care coverage. Bethesda, 
MD: Child Trends. Retrieved from http://www.childtrends.
org/?indicators=health-care-coverage.

http://www.hispanicresearchcenter.org/?post_type=publications&p=20527&preview=true
http://www.childstats.gov/americaschildren/tables.asp
http://www.childstats.gov/americaschildren/tables.asp
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2015/demo/p60-252.pdf#TableB-2
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2015/demo/p60-252.pdf#TableB-2
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2015/demo/p60-252.pdf#TableB-2
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/09/28/childhood-poverty-among-hispanics-sets-record-leads-nation/
http://www.pewhispanic.org/2011/09/28/childhood-poverty-among-hispanics-sets-record-leads-nation/
http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1021&context=ncfmr_family_profiles
http://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1021&context=ncfmr_family_profiles
http://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1250&context=carsey
http://scholars.unh.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1250&context=carsey
http://www.childtrends.org/?indicators=health-care-coverage
http://www.childtrends.org/?indicators=health-care-coverage


Table 1. Definition of Family and Household Characteristics by Data Sets

Characteristic  SHM1 ACS2 FFCWS1

I. Demographic

Age Male and female age in years, and difference in partners’ ages SAME SAME

Race/ethnicity Whether both partners are Hispanic SAME SAME

Nativity Whether one or both partners were born outside of the United States SAME3 SAME

Time spent in the United States4 Amount of time living in the United States, among foreign-born respondents and their partners SAME SAME

II. Human Capital

Languages spoken Whether neither, one, or both partner(s) understand(s) or speak(s) Spanish5 COMPARABLE6 —

English speaking proficiency Whether neither, one, or both partner(s) speak(s) English “well” or “very well”5 SAME —

Education level
Whether neither, one, or both partner(s) has/have a high school diploma or GED based on their highest level of education 
completed

SAME SAME

III. Financial

Employment Whether neither, one, or both partner(s) is/are currently working for pay SAME7 SAME8

Earnings Past year earnings for male and female partners and couples’ combined earnings9 SAME SAME9

IV. Family

Number of children in the household Number of children under age 18 who live with the respondent at least half of the time SAME SAME

Number of preschool (0–4) and school-
aged (5–17) children in the household

Number of biological/adopted/legal guardian children ages 0 to 4 and 5 to 17 in the household, respectively SAME SAME

V. Relationship

Number of years married Number of years respondent has been married to current spouse SAME SAME5

Expressions of love and affection Both partners report that their spouse expresses affection and love   “all” or “most” of the time — SAME

Handle problems and disagreements well Both partners report feeling satisfied with the way they handle problems and disagreements “all” or “some” of the time — COMPARABLE10

Frequency of arguments
At least one partner reports arguing “often” about any of the following topics: sex, spending time together, money, 
drinking/drugs, other women/men/unfaithful

— SAME

Physical violence Female partner reports any physical violence — SAME

VI. Well-being

Feelings of sadness Either partner reported that during the past 30 days he/she felt so sad that nothing could cheer them up “most” or “all” of the time5 — COMPARABLE5,11

Substance abuse 
Either partner indicated they should cut down on their drinking/drug use, have had people complain about their drinking/
drug use, or felt bad or guilty about their drinking/drug use 

— COMPARABLE 12

SHM = Supporting Healthy Marriage; ACS = American Community Survey; FFCWS = Fragile Families & Child Wellbeing Study. “SAME” indicates that the study used the same (or a very similar) measure as the one used in SHM; “COMPARABLE” indicates that the 
study used a different measure that represents the same (or a very similar) construct as the one used in SHM; “—” indicates that the same or a comparable measure was not available in the study.
1 All measures were assessed at baseline and from both partners unless otherwise indicated. 
2 All measures were reported by the responding adult in the household. 
3 Born in the United States includes the 50 states and the District of Columbia. 
4 Among those born outside of the United States. 
5 Reported at 12-month follow-up survey. 
6 Participants indicated which language(s) they spoke at home, but did not report on proficiency or on languages used outside the home.  
7 Current employment defined as working for pay in the last week. 
8 For males, current employment was defined as being employed in the past week or being employed in the month the interview was conducted. For females, current employment was defined as being employed in the month the interview was conducted. 
9 Earnings is reported using income brackets. We generated a random number within the reported earning bracket for each person; that value was used to calculate the couple’s combined earnings. 
10 Both partners reported feeling that their partner was “often” fair and willing to compromise when they had a disagreement. 
11 Either partner reported feeling sad, blue, or depressed for two or more weeks in a row in the past year and during those two weeks, they felt that way “every day” or “almost every day.” 
12 Either partner indicated that drinking or drug use had ever interfered with their work or personal life, or that they ever sought/received help or treatment for their drug or alcohol problems.
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Table 2. Characteristics of Hispanic Couples in SHM Compared with Low-Income Hispanic Couples in ACS and FFCWS

Characteristics

SHM 1  

(2007–2009)  
N = 3,402

ACS 

(2007–2009)  
N = 59,787

FFCWS 

(1998 –2000)  
N = 474

Differences

Mean or % Mean or % Mean or %
SHM 

vs. ACS
SHM vs. 
FFCWS

Demographic

Age

Men’s age2 31.9 36.8 29.2 < N/A

Women’s age3 30.3 34.2 26.9 < N/A

Difference in couple’s age4 1.6 4.4 2.4 < N/A

Race/ethnicity

Both Hispanic 78.9% 85.7% 89.8% < N/A

Nativity

Both born outside of United States 46.0% 65.9% 57.7% < N/A

One partner born in the United 
States

23.4% 15.4% 9.8% > N/A

Both born in the United States 30.6% 18.8% 32.6% > N/A

Time spent in the United States5

Men’s time in the United States

5 years or fewer 17.6% 10.0% 20.2% > N/A

6–9 years 20.0% 17.8% 25.1% > N/A

10–14 years 20.6% 20.9% 21.1% = N/A

15 years or more 41.8% 51.4% 33.7% < N/A

Women’s time in the United States

5 or fewer 25.6% 15.2% 39.0% > N/A

6–9 22.3% 22.3% 16.8% = N/A

10–14 19.4% 22.0% 27.0% < N/A

15 or more 32.8% 40.5% 17.2% < N/A

Human capital

Languages spoken

Neither speak Spanish 6.7% 11.2% — < N/A

One partner speaks Spanish 21.5% 8.4% — > N/A

Both speak Spanish 71.8% 80.4% — < N/A

English speaking proficiency

Neither speak English well 25.3% 31.7% — < N/A

One partner speaks English well 20.1% 24.7% — < N/A

Both speak English well 54.6% 43.6% — > N/A

Education level

At least one partner does not have 
a high school diploma

44.7% 64.9% 71.9% < N/A

Both partners have a high school 
diploma

55.3% 35.1% 28.1% > N/A
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Characteristics

SHM 1  

(2007–2009)  
N = 3,402

ACS 

(2007–2009)  
N = 59,787

FFCWS 

(1998 –2000)  
N = 474

Differences

Mean or % Mean or % Mean or %
SHM 

vs. ACS
SHM vs. 
FFCWS

Financial

Employment

At least one partner is employed 83.6% 92.1% 86.4% < N/A

Both are employed 30.9% 32.2% 4.6% = N/A

Man is employed, woman is 
unemployed

43.2% 52.5% 81.0% < N/A

Woman is employed, man is 
unemployed

9.5% 7.4% 0.8% > N/A

Both are unemployed 16.4% 7.9% 13.6% > N/A

Earnings

Men’s earnings

$0 7.5% 15.4% 7.9% < N/A

$1–4,999 6.0% 3.4% 11.3% > N/A

$5,000–9,999 8.2% 5.9% 11.0% > N/A

$10,000–14,999 14.8% 12.3% 24.2% > N/A

$15,000–19,999 13.9% 16.4% 22.2% < N/A

$20,000–24,999 16.0% 16.6% 8.8% = N/A

$25,000–34,999 19.7% 19.2% 11.5% = N/A

≥$35,000 14.0% 10.7% 3.1% > N/A

Women’s earnings

$0 38.4% 55.4% 55.6% < N/A

$1–4,999 16.2% 9.5% 24.1% > N/A

$5,000–9,999 12.0% 9.1% 8.7% > N/A

$10,000–14,999 11.3% 10.1% 7.9% = N/A

$15,000–19,999 7.5% 7.4% 2.2% = N/A

$20,000–24,999 5.8% 4.3% 1.7% > N/A

$25,000–34,999 8.9% 4.2% 0.0% > N/A

Partners’ combined earnings6 $26,931.62 $23,515.29 $17,496.41 > N/A

Family

Number of children in the household

1 or fewer 31.1% 23.0% 24.3% > N/A

2 33.6% 35.7% 27.4% < N/A

3 20.9% 25.7% 29.5% < N/A

4 9.6% 10.7% 9.8% < N/A

5 or more 4.8% 4.9% 9.0% = N/A

Table 2, cont. Characteristics of Hispanic Couples in SHM Compared with Low-Income Hispanic Couples in ACS and FFCWS
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Characteristics

SHM 1  

(2007–2009)  
N = 3,402

ACS 

(2007–2009)  
N = 59,787

FFCWS 

(1998 –2000)  
N = 474

Differences

Mean or % Mean or % Mean or %
SHM 

vs. ACS
SHM vs. 
FFCWS

Number of preschool (ages 0–4) and school-aged (5–17) children in the household

Preschool aged7 0.9 0.7 1.5 > N/A

School-aged8 1.1 1.6 0.7 < N/A

Relationship

Number of years married9,10 6.3 11.5 5.1 < N/A

Express love and affection often 51.6% N/A 71.4% N/A <

Handle problems and disagreements 
well

29.1% N/A 36.7% N/A <

Argue often 67.7% N/A 36.6% N/A >

Physical violence 26.1% N/A 8.4% N/A >

Well-being

Either partner sad 20.9% N/A 9.2% N/A >

Either partner experiences substance 
abuse 

35.5% N/A 6.1% N/A >

 SHM = Supporting Healthy Marriage; ACS = American Community Survey; FFCWS = Fragile Families & Child Wellbeing Study. “<” indicates that SHM mean/percent is less 
than ACS or FF; “>” indicates that SHM mean/percent is greater than ACS or FF; “=” indicates that SHM and ACS mean/percent are equal. ACS data are weighted to represent 
the general population. Fragile Families data are weighted to represent births occurring in large U.S. cities from 1998 to 2000. No sampling weights were used for SHM as 
the sample was not designed to be representative of a defined population, and thus sampling weights were not generated. Sample sizes ranged from 1,926–3,402 for SHM, 
16,355–59,787 for ACS, and 84–474 for Fragile Families.
1 Data agreement report requirements with SHM prohibit reporting minimums and maximums for continuous variables. When applicable, the 25th and 75th percentiles are 
reported. 
2 25th and 75th percentiles: SHM: 27; 38 | ACS: 30; 42 | FFCWS: 24; 34| 
3 25th and 75th percentiles: SHM: 25; 36 | ACS: 28; 40 | FFCWS: 22; 31| 
4 25th and 75th percentiles: SHM: 0; 4 | ACS:  1; 6 | FFCWS:  0; 1| 
5 Among foreign-born. 
6 25th and 75th percentiles: SHM : $16,107; $35,298 | ACS: $15,000; $33,400 | FF CWS: $10,629; $25,400| 
7 25th and 75th percentiles: | SHM: 0, 1 | ACS: 1, 2 | FFCWS: 1, 2| 
8 25th and 75th percentiles:  SHM: 0; 2 | ACS: 0; 1 | FFCWS: 0, 1| 
9 Among those married. 
10 25th and 75th percentiles:  SHM: 3;11 | ACS: 6; 16 | FFCWS: 2; 7.4|

Table 2, cont. Characteristics of Hispanic Couples in SHM Compared with Low-Income Hispanic Couples in ACS and FFCWS
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