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Abstract
In the midst of a shifting economic and cultural landscape, many young adults spend their twenties focused on individual achievement and self-actualization while delaying entrance into social roles such as marriage. Yet religion, particularly
Evangelical Protestantism, places a high value on marriage as the legitimate context for sexuality and childbearing—which
encourages earlier unions. This article, based on interviews with 87 dating, engaged, and married Evangelical young adults
(aged 18 to 29), describes the social reaction to respondents’ marital timelines, which are typically at younger ages than
their secular peers. Two sources of strong disapproval emerge. First, secular influences from outside of these respondents’
religious communities are almost unilaterally critical of early marriage plans. Second, even within religious communities,
Evangelicals from middle class cultural milieus may face additional disapproval if their family formation plans are interpreted as compromising their educational goals. This article offers important insight on the intersecting roles of religion
and social class in shaping the trajectories of young adults.
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1. Introduction
Despite the changes in the demographic landscape of
family life in the United States, marriage continues to
be both held in high esteem and practiced widely. Embedded in these aspirations are understandings of the
appropriate age, time, and sequence for the transition
into marriage. Relatively little research has documented
the stigma that comes from diverging from conventional
adult pathways, such as in the case of early marriage.
Drawing on interviews with 87 partnered Evangelical young adults, I find that most of my respondents
marry or plan to marry at younger ages compared to
their nonreligious peers. This early transition to marriage
is met with overt censoring from two sources. First, nonreligious communities—especially the secular peers of
Evangelical young adults—react with surprise and derision to marriage in the late teens or early twenties. Second, middle class influences—even within Evangelical
Social Inclusion, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 2, Pages 140–150

communities—encourage the delay of marriage until the
successful completion of a bachelor’s degree.
This article demonstrates that the social class and religious backgrounds of young adults generate strong social sanctions regarding marital timelines. While there is
a larger cultural imperative to “wait” for marriage until later in adulthood, religious norms can inspire early
unions among Evangelical Protestants. This encouragement is complicated by middle class sensibilities regarding the importance of educational credentials.
2. Literature Review
Three bodies of literature are crucial to mapping out
the messages that young adults receive and adopt about
the appropriate timing of marriage. First, I review the research on youth and emerging adulthood more broadly,
which proposes a life stage that prioritizes identity exploration prior to the adoption of stable adult roles, such as
140

marriage. Second, I describe cultural attitudes surrounding marriage and the proper baselines for entry into the
union. Finally, I review research on early marriage, its predictors, and its consequences.
2.1. Changes in the Transition to Adulthood
Adolescence has long been acknowledged by developmental psychologists as a period of trying on roles, exploring identity, and rebelling against authority before
becoming incorporated into adult society (Erikson, 1998).
Historically, the achievement of the sociological milestones of adulthood—finishing one’s education, leaving
the parental home, establishing financial independence,
marrying, and becoming a parent—were accomplished
following adolescence, typically by the early twenties
and roughly in the aforementioned sequence (Settersten, Furstenberg, & Rumbaut, 2005). In the past several
decades, the transition between adolescence and adulthood has become extended and complicated.
Reflecting on the increasingly vocal and rebellious
young adults in college and in the hippie generation,
Erikson (1970) postulated that these youth were engaging in a prolonged identity exploration and rejection of
role fulfillment in adulthood. Other researchers describe
the time period of the twenties as “post-adolescence”,
which is characterized by social independence but continued economic dependence (Richter, 1994). To varying extents, young adults during this period may be rejecting historic notions of adult status (Maguire, Ball, &
MacRae, 2001).
Some scholars see this as not just a lengthening of
a transition but the unveiling of a fundamentally distinct life stage. Developmental psychologist Jeffrey Arnett (1998, 2006) characterizes the time between adolescence and full adulthood as a phase in and of itself.
“Emerging adulthood”, according to Arnett (2006), is a
unique period in the life course where those in their late
teens through their late twenties are in unsettled positions. The distinctive features of this life stage are fivefold: emerging adults feel “in-between” adolescence and
adulthood, they are focused on themselves, they lack stability and are highly mobile in educational, career, and romantic pursuits, they engage in identity exploration, and
they are focused on the existence of options and possibilities (Arnett, 1998, 2006).
Some psychologists object to the notion of emerging adulthood as a generalizable stage (Arnett, Kloep,
Hendry, & Tanner, 2010). Moreover, sociologists have
taken issue with Arnett’s characterization of emerging
adulthood as universally applicable among young people in the developed world. In particular, the notion of
young adults who take a decade to engage in highly individualistic and largely unencumbered explorations presumes a level of privilege only available to middle class
persons (Berzin & De Marco, 2010; Côté, 2014; Furstenberg, 2008; Silva, 2016; Swartz, 2008).1
1

Nevertheless, emerging adulthood seems to characterize at least a substantial portion of the young adult
population in the United States. Given the emphasis
on individual achievement and identity exploration, it
is not surprising that romantic relationships during this
life stage are typically less committed than they might
have been in generations past. Researchers find that
emerging adults are generally more preoccupied with
career advancement than romantic relationships (Ranta,
Dietrich, & Salmela-Aro, 2014). Likewise, while romantic relationships still occur in young adulthood, traditional dating competes with more casual sexual arrangements, such as the hook-up culture (Bogle, 2008; Claxton
& van Dulmen, 2013). These types of arrangements affect future family formation outcomes, with noncommitted sexual relationships in late adolescence being predictive of cohabitation but not marriage (Raley, Crissey, &
Muller, 2007).
2.2. Attitudes towards Marriage
Like adulthood, the institution of marriage has undergone tremendous change in in the last half-century. In
the midst of a changing schedule of adulthood, a transformed economy, and new cultural and sexual norms,
marriage has seen an overall decline, a delay in its entry,
and a widening of class and racial gaps (Cherlin, 2010a).
Attitudes have also shifted to allow for more flexibility
and personal autonomy in family arrangements (Thornton & Young-DeMarco, 2001).
Despite these changes, the institution of marriage is
far from extinct. While the share of married adults in the
United States has declined significantly, it is still half of the
adult (aged 18 and older) population (Cohn, Passel, Wang,
& Livingston, 2011). Studies find that the majority of both
young men and young women desire to marry and have
children (Erchull, Liss, Axelson, Staebell, & Askari, 2010;
Kaufman, 2005), and most women are, indeed, projected
to marry at least once in their lifetime (Goldstein & Kenney, 2001). Finally, most never-married adults would still
like to marry (Pew Research Center, 2014).
Even among populations where marriage is less common, marriage is held as an ideal. For instance, Edin and
Kefalas (2005) document that their respondents, who
were poor, urban, unwed mothers, held off on marriage
not out of a disdain for the institution but because they
did not believe they had achieved the necessary criteria
for marriage readiness. Likewise, Smock, Manning, and
Porter’s (2005) cohabiting respondents reported plans to
get married but were hampered by financial insecurity.
Indeed, to understand young adults plans’ for family
formation, the notion of barriers to marriage is key. Andrew Cherlin (2010b) argues that marriage is now understood as an individual achievement or accomplishment.
Rather than a functional economic arrangement (Becker,
1993), marriage signals to the rest of the world that an
individual has acquired a number of important baselines

See Arnett (2016) for a response to these criticisms.
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to attract a spouse and settle down into a stable adult
relationship (Cherlin, 2010b).
Research on young adults confirms that most conceptualize marriage as something to be prepared for and ultimately achieved. Carroll et al. (2009) report that emerging adults consider the process of becoming “marriage
ready” to be a largely personal transition that is distinct
from—and typically occurs after—subjective adulthood
is achieved. Willoughby and Hall (2015) describe three
marital paradigms among young adults: the enthusiasts,
the delayers, and the hesitants. The majority of respondents in their sample were “hesitant” towards marriage.
That is, while they held a high opinion of marriage, they
intended to wait until an appropriate age and baselines
had been met. In contrast, the remainder of respondents were enthusiasts—who embraced the institution
of marriage and were more likely to anticipate a younger
age at marriage and support traditional gender roles—
or were delayers—who expressed lower opinions about
marriage and higher desires to delay or avoid marriage
entirely. Likewise, Kefalas and colleagues identified two
attitudes towards marriage among their qualitative sample of young adults (Kefalas, Furstenberg, Carr, & Napolitano, 2011). “Marriage planners” dominated their sample and were described as having a high respect for marriage but a belief that it must be realized only after various milestones had been met. In contrast, a minority of
“marriage naturalists” considered marriage to be simply
an expected next step in a relationship.
Yet, this research is largely restricted to the opinions
of young adults themselves, while overlooking how families, peer groups, and social networks respond to these
unions.2 The appropriate baselines and timelines for
marriage vary within different communities and taboo
unions are likely subject to negative social response.
This study offers important insight on how young adults
weigh influences about the appropriate timing of marriage, particularly among those that marry at younger
ages than the norm.
2.3. Early Marriage in the United States
While marriage rates have been on the decline in the
United States, this is largely attributable to an overall delay in marriage (Pew Research Center, 2014). The median
age at marriage in the United States in 2011 was 29 for
men and 27 for women—a significant jump from ages
23 and 20, respectively, in 1960 (Copen, Daniels, Vespa,
& Mosher, 2012). Emerging adults are marrying towards
the end of their emerging adulthood, as a whole.
Yet, a not insignificant number of young adults marry
still at relatively young ages. Specifically, 24% of young
women and 16% of young men marry before age 23
(Uecker & Stokes, 2008). Early marriage is predicted by
a number of factors. It is more likely to occur in the
Southern part of the United States and in rural areas (Kefalas et al., 2011; McLaughlin, Lichter, & Johnston, 1993;
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Uecker & Stokes, 2008). Additionally, while less likely
to marry overall, young adults from lower social class
backgrounds are more likely to tie the knot at relatively
younger ages than their more privileged peers (Bramlett
& Mosher, 2002; Uecker & Stokes, 2008).
Marriage is increasingly the domain of the advantaged, such that women with bachelor’s degree are now
more likely to marry than their peers with less education (Goldstein & Kenney, 2001). However, while marital unions and childbearing occur at later ages for educated men and women (Martin, 2004), childbearing is
often not postponed (and occurs outside of marriage)
for those without a college degree (Hymowitz, Carroll,
Wilcox, & Kaye, 2013). On the other hand, the causal arrow can also point the opposite direction—women who
enter into marriage and childbearing at early ages see
decreased educational attainment (Fitzgerald & Glass,
2008; Glass & Fitzgerald, 2012). In addition, early marriage is associated with a higher risk of divorce (Booth &
Edwards, 1985; Lehrer, 2008; Raley & Bumpass, 2003),
although marriage past the mid-twenties is associated
with less divorce but also lower quality and satisfaction
(Glenn, Uecker, & Love, 2010).
Age at marriage is also strongly predicted by both
religious affiliation and individual religiosity. Religious
traditions such as Evangelical Protestantism and Mormonism produce higher proportions of early married
young adults than traditions such as Catholicism and Judaism (Rendon, Xu, Denton, & Bartkowski, 2014; Uecker,
2014; Xu, Hudspeth, & Bartkowski, 2005). This may be
attributed to the messages embedded in these communities about the importance of sexual purity, traditional
gender norms, and childbearing. In addition, individual
piety is also related to early marriage. Young adults who
attend religious services frequently and express higher
religious commitment are more likely to marry rather
than cohabitate (Thornton, 1985; Thornton, Axinn, & Hill,
1992) and are more likely to marry young (Uecker, 2014).
The work reviewed above provides a strong overview
of the landscape of early marriage. What the literature
is lacking is a more complete understanding of the context of early marriages and the experiences of young
adults during this transition. Whether these unions are
met with approval, disapproval, or neutrality from outside persons is essential for understanding the experiences of these early marriages as well as the of the reasoning behind marriage timelines.
Indeed, while marriage is still normative for the
middle class, the baselines to marriage have been extended. Educational homogeneity has increased in marriage (Kalmijn, 1991) and both men and women are
expected to be financial contributors to their union
(Sweeney, 2002). Thus, wedding before socially-classed
milestones have been reached may be met with resistance. Likewise, though religion continues to influence marriage markets for young adults (McClendon,
2016), affiliation with institutional religion declines dur-

For an exception to this see Willoughby, Carroll, Vitas, & Hill (2011).
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ing young adulthood (Smith & Snell, 2009). Following
distinctive marriage pathways may set highly religious
young adults apart from their peers and invite criticism.
3. Methodology and Data
This article draws on research conducted for a larger
project, which explored the family and relationship pathways of Evangelical young adults. This project sought to explore how social class and religion inform understandings
of romantic relationships and decisions about marriage. In
the present article, I focus on the following research question: how does the social context of Evangelical young
adults encourage or discourage early union formation?
I interviewed 87 partnered and religiously active
Evangelicals aged 18 to 29. About half of the sample was
already married (42 respondents), typically having wed
before they turned 25. The remainder of the sample was
mostly composed of respondents who were engaged to
be married or were actively planning marriage with their
current dating partner.
Because I was interested in the messages that religious individuals received, I focused on a particular religious tradition—Evangelical Protestantism (Steensland
et al., 2000)—and only analyzed respondents who were
themselves religiously active. Thus, I recruited from religious environments. I attended churches and bible
studies and solicited contacts through pastors, ministry
groups, and snowball sampling of prior respondents.
Respondents were recruited as individuals, but I always tried to interview both partners in a couple. As a
result, 60 respondents also have their partner in the sample. In other words, of the 87 respondents, there are 30
complete couples represented and an additional 27 respondents who were part of a couple but whose partner
was not able to be interviewed.
The majority of the sample hails from a middle class
background (56 out of 87 respondents)—understood as
having at least one parent with a bachelor’s degree and
professional or supervisory job (Lareau, 2011)—while
the remainder hail from working class roots (31 out of 87
respondents). Most respondents were white, although 5
respondents identified as black, 5 as Latino, 2 as Asian,
and 2 as biracial.
With a few exceptions, interviews were conducted
in person and one-on-one with a respondent. The interviews were semi-structured, with questions probing respondents’ family backgrounds, relationship trajectories,
and religious beliefs. Most interviews were between 60
to 90 minutes in length and respondents received $20
stipends in thanks for their time. The interviews were digitally recorded and then transcribed verbatim. After each
interview, I wrote detailed field notes describing what
transpired during the meeting and the overall interaction
with the respondent.
Transcripts and field notes were coded thematically
using the qualitative data analysis software Atlas.ti. After reading through the transcripts, I generated an ini-
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tial code list that captured emergent themes in the interviews. After completing this analysis, I generated additional codes to draw out more specific themes and divergences. For example, the code “outside reaction to
relationships” captured any and all discussion of opinions about the respondent’s romantic relationship. This
theme was further developed in the second round of
coding, where I added a code entitled “pressure not to
marry”, which specifically focused on stigma surrounding
early marriage timelines.
Interviewing only currently partnered young adults
limited the ability to analyze the effect of negative sanctioning on relationship outcomes. In other words, I did
not have access to respondents’ whose relationships
were disrupted by censoring. By and large, my respondents were already married or were reportedly on track
to marry at early ages. That these respondents still reported negative feedback on their marital trajectories
suggests that these findings are perhaps conservative, if
higher rates of censoring led to the dissolution of unions
not captured in the sample.
4. Findings
There were two distinct sources of stigma that respondents who married early or were on track to marry early
faced. Most respondents reported some degree of resistance from nonreligious influences. In this case, marriage was understood as conflicting with a larger cultural
understanding of emerging adulthood, which prioritizes
self-discovery, exploration, and choice.
Secondly, respondents from middle class cultural milieus faced additional pushback for their early marriage
plans if they had not yet acquired important cultural
baselines, particularly a bachelor’s degree. Importantly,
this pushback occurred even among co-religionists, who
did not disapprove of early marriage in and of itself but
considered it foolish to advance to this stage without first
acquiring a college degree.
4.1. Secular Emerging Adulthood Narratives and Early
Marriage
The first source of sanctioning towards early marriage
emerged among the secular world. That is, early marriage conflicted with widely held understandings of the
purposes and pursuits of early adulthood, which were
often distinct from religious priorities. In this case, respondents faced surprise, skepticism, or criticism at the
pacing of their romantic relationships from those outside
their religious communities. This pushback was typically
articulated by non-Evangelical peers of respondents. To
a lesser degree, some respondents faced similar stigma
in more public spaces, where persons unacquainted with
respondents were taken aback by their young ages and
engaged or married status.
Romantic relationships in respondents’ religious
communities followed distinctive courtship norms.
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While churches and couples might differ on the specifics,
most considered casual dating to be inappropriate—
relationships were intended to be intentional, exclusive,
and committed. Sexual purity was also highly prized and
so relationships were encouraged to be chaste. The combination of these emphases meant that dating relationships were typically described by respondents as “serious” and assumed to be pre-marital in nature. In turn, relationships progressed relatively quickly and culminated
in marriage at young ages, usually in the late teens or
early twenties.
It was common for Evangelical respondents to explain that there were people in their lives that had gotten married young—such as siblings, friends, or acquaintances at church or at school. However, these norms
stand out against the larger culture, where the age at
marriage is rising (Copen et al., 2012) and traditional dating competes with casual sexual arrangements (Claxton
& van Dulmen, 2013). This was particularly the case when
respondents described the “pace” of their romantic relationships to their secular peers. That they were participating in exclusive, often nonsexual and non-cohabiting
relationships, prior to marriage was unusual—especially
in the urban Northeast, where this study was conducted.3 This relationship norm meant that respondents
also married much earlier than their secular peers. Oftentimes, this was exemplified by respondents comparing the trajectories of different groups of their friends.
Matthew,4 a 24-year-old middle class white man
who had married the previous year, described how his
secular friends from high school followed a different
marital timeline compared to his Evangelical friends.
Matthew said:
[Compared to] high school friends, [I married] early.
Most of them, they have a significant other, marriage
isn’t a conversation they talk about….But [my wife]
had one friend who got married [at] 23 and one got
married two weeks ago. So they’re our only two married friends from high school….College friends, of my
friends, no—like, one of them is married now, one is
getting married next year. But it wasn’t weird that we
got married, lots of people did coming out of a Christian college, but my friends didn’t. And then current
friends, because we’re friends with a lot of people
from our church and we’re friends with a lot of people who are [parachurch organization] volunteers for
us and stuff, most of our friends are married.
Robin, a 26-year-old middle class white woman who married at 21, encountered strong opposition from nonreligious friends who were following a different trajectory
than her. In particular, she noted her (nominally Catholic)
best friend’s distress when Robin shared the news of her
upcoming nuptials. She explained:

[My best friend] just took it really hard. Like, ‘You’re
throwing your life away’. Like, ‘Why are you doing this?
There’s so many more fish in the sea’. ‘I like [your fiancé] but you’re so young. Like, you don’t have to get
married right now’. Everybody else in our small little
[Evangelical] subculture thought it was totally normal.
This diverging of pathways between religious and secular
peers was described by other respondents as well. Rebecca, a 20-year-old white woman and community college student, had been married for about half a year
when I interviewed her. The daughter of a pastor, Rebecca shared that she “fell away” from her faith in
high school. She recommitted religiously after graduation and subsequently met her husband. After a brief
courtship, the couple became engaged. Although people at her church also married young, Rebecca describes
feeling distinct from most of her peers, who were following a very different path during this time in their lives.
She explained:
Most of the people that I graduated with, they went to
public universities and are still continuing their education. And I think in our generation, just the mindset of
when you get married is totally different for most people. Most people don’t want to get married young and
they want to experience different things before they
get married.
But, as mentioned earlier, not only did Evangelicals get
married younger—they also approached relationships
differently. Relationships were considered precursors to
marriage—such that dating was intentional, and marriage was discussed as a possibility early on in the relationship (if not before). These distinct relationship
norms could be jarring for those outside of the Evangelical subculture.
Luke, a 20-year-old white man, described feeling like
an object of curiosity. A college student at a state university, Luke had purchased an engagement ring but not yet
proposed to his long-time girlfriend. The couple had met
in youth group during high school and became romantically involved a few years later. Their faith was a major source of bonding—they prayed on the phone, read
scripture together, and attended church every Sunday.
But many of Luke’s peers were not religious and could
not identify with the pace and priorities of Luke’s relationship. Asked if he ever felt pressure to not get married quite so soon, Luke commented: “My roommates,
I’m sure, think it’s weird because they’re not in steady
relationships. It doesn’t bother me”.
Kelly, a 22-year-old white college student, wore a
small engagement ring on her left hand. She and her fiancé, also a college student, had met on a mission trip
abroad and quickly entered into a serious relationship

3

Early marriage is much more common in the South and in relatively rural areas (McLaughlin et al., 1993; Uecker & Stokes, 2008). Qualitative work on
early marriage in a rural setting notes that this was “natural” and was not stigmatized (Kefalas et al., 2011).
4 All names are pseudonyms.
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when they returned to the States. While Kelly was on
her Christian college campus and was surrounded by coreligionists, her relationship status as engaged was not
necessarily abnormal. But she was startled to see how
very differently she approached relationships compared
to her less religious confidants. She explained:
I have three really close friends, none of them are
Christians…and so for them there’s a little bit of this,
like, ‘You’re so young, you have so much life. Like,
what if you wanted to travel somewhere?’ And even
like explaining to them—even before we were engaged at all—being in a committed relationship, what
[it] that was like—that was so bizarre to them.
These norms could also be jarring for Evangelicals who
were relatively new to the subculture. Autumn, a 19-yearold white woman, had converted to Evangelical Christianity during high school and went on to attend a Christian
college. When her boyfriend of a few months told Autumn that he loved her and wanted to marry her, she
was taken aback. When she shared the seriousness of her
new relationship with friends from home—who were not
Evangelical—they considered it inappropriate for someone her age to be considering marriage. Autumn recalled:
My Christian friends at school…they’re very much like,
‘It’s whenever you feel ready to get married, it doesn’t
matter how young or old you are’. But these past few
weeks when I’ve been home and seeing old friends
they’re like, ‘What? You’re only 19. You should live
your life!’ And some of them are 24 or 25 years old but
they don’t see life the same way….They think that being in a six-month relationship, that’s too committed.
Vincent, a 22-year-old white man, was also a relatively
new Evangelical Christian. When we met, Vincent had
just proposed to his girlfriend. While his closest friend
was supportive of his marriage plans, Vincent describes
many who disparaged his decision. He said:
Then you have our peers. People who aren’t really
close to us that sit there and be like, ‘You got time to
wait, man’. Then there’s people who are like, ‘Oh man,
you’re getting married. Like the old ball and chain’. We
got mixed reviews from a lot of people.
Outside of peer groups, respondents also sometimes
faced scrutiny of their marriage decisions from acquaintances or from complete strangers. Sometimes, people
in occupational settings and in public judged them to be
“too young” and felt free to comment on the incompatibility of their age and marital status. This seemed to happen particularly among women, perhaps because the visible signs of engagement and marriage (such as engagement rings).
For instance, Isobel was a 21-year-old Latina woman.
She and her fiancé planned to marry in the upcoming

Social Inclusion, 2018, Volume 6, Issue 2, Pages 140–150

summer. Isobel had received several notable instances
of pushback at her workplace. She shared how a recent
coworker was “weird” after he saw her engagement ring.
Isobel explained:
At my job, there’s this man that just got hired, and so
I went up to him to go over a report or something and
he saw my ring…and then he was like, ‘If you don’t
mind me asking, why are you marrying so young?’ It
was so awkward.
Valerie, a 23-year-old white woman, also faced skepticism and implicit disapproval from coworkers. A recent college graduate, Valerie’s new coworkers were perplexed by her marital status. She recounted: “But I can
remember, like, coworkers or whatever being like, ‘Oh,
you’re getting married? Like, you’re engaged? How old
are you?’ I would get that question a lot”.
Isobel and Valerie had passing knowledge of the persons who expressed surprise over their early marriages.
Other women recounted absolute strangers in public
spaces who noted their astonishment or explicit disapproval. Maya, a 23-year-old white woman, had been married two weeks when we met for an interview. Holding a
master’s degree from a Christian college, Maya was surrounded by many peers who wed shortly after graduation. While Maya’s immediate social circle was supportive, she faced occasional pushback. The day after we met,
Maya went to the Social Security office to change her last
name. I received a text from Maya. She reported: “The
lady from the Social Security office said I’m too young to
be married! LOL”.
Monica encountered more intense scrutiny. Married
at 20, Monica described how she faced strong disapproval from strangers while celebrating her bachelorette
party with some girlfriends. Because she was sporting
a celebratory sash, people approached and asked if it
was her birthday. When Monica responded that she was
getting married, people were aghast. Monica recalled:
“I mean, even just that night I got so many looks and comments, because [getting married at twenty is] not when
people get married in society. Today it’s in your thirties.
So definitely got some looks”.
Evangelicals who marry early or advance towards
the altar at younger ages face considerable scrutiny and
disapproval, most vocally from their secular friends. To
a lesser degree, this disapproval is echoed by acquaintances or even in public settings by strangers. Marrying in
the late teens or even the early twenties is not only statistically unusual but appears to be judged as mismatched
with a larger script about emerging adulthood—as a life
stage of exploration, freedom, and mobility.
4.2. Middle Class Sensibilities and Early Marriage
Respondents from both working- and middle-class backgrounds recounted secular disapproval of their early marital timelines. However, respondents in middle class cul-
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tural milieus faced additional stigmatization when their
marriage-pathways conflicted with educational trajectories. In these cases, it was not their age or life stage, per
se, that was the source of sanctioning but rather the ordering of these milestones. In particular, middle class
sensibilities dictated the importance of achieving an educational foundation in the form of a bachelor’s degree
prior to marriage.
In practice, Evangelical romantic relationships were
typically assumed to be headed towards marriage. This
was supported by most religious peers and family members. In most cases, this would result in relatively early
marital unions—or at least earlier than the secular norm.
In fact, the handful of respondents who did not date during college expressed discomfort that they were not progressing on the appropriate timeline. Their families expected them to enter serious relationships and marry
shortly after a bachelor’s degree was acquired. Edward,
a 25-year-old white man who only began a romantic relationship after graduating from college, described the
model relationship pathway that was expected of him.
He explained: “My older brother started dating freshman
year of college. And so just that precedent was set, and
he married very young. Like, he graduated from college
in March 2012 when he was 21 and got married two
months later”.
Indeed, many other Evangelical young adults seemed
to have internalized the bachelor’s degree as an important baseline for marriage readiness. Paul, a 24-year-old
white man, was a college graduate while his fiancé was
finishing her senior year. Though Paul was already stably employed and had completed his education, he considered it unsuitable to tie the knot prior to his fiancé’s
college graduation. Thus, while Paul proposed while his
fiancé was still a student, he had long ago decided that
their wedding would be delayed until after she achieved
this educational milestone. He stated:
I kind of made a goal where like if they’re in school,
I wasn’t going to marry them, or they were going to
wait ‘til college is over. That was something I even said
for myself, like I’m not going to get married when I’m
in school.
The strength of this norm was perhaps most overtly
expressed among the handful of respondents who
broached the topic of getting married while still in college. In most cases, families were accepting of Evangelical young adults’ personal decision to marry—but objected to the timeline when it conflicted with college
graduation. It is important to note that these negative
reactions occurred even within religious settings. Evangelical family members, and sometimes even religious
schools, still preferred young adults to wait until after college graduation to tie the knot.
Casey, a 22-year-old white man proposed to his college girlfriend, Monica (described above) when both
were aged 20. Before asking his future wife out on a date,
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Casey met her father to ask for permission. As the relationship continued, Casey routinely spoke with his future
father-in-law about the pace of their relationship and his
plans for the future. When the couple began struggling
to avoid sexual temptation, Casey decided they should
get married sooner than later. Although Monica’s father
liked and approved of Casey, he was not pleased at the
prospect of marriage in the midst of an undergraduate
education. Casey explained:
Over the next four or five months he and I talked quite
a bit. I kind of let him know, ‘Hey, we would like to get
married soon. Much sooner rather than later’. At first,
he wasn’t as excited about that. [He said,] ‘Well, you
know, why don’t you wait two or three more years until you’re both done with school?’
In the end, Casey was able to persuade his father-in-law
and the couple wed in college. Others, however, postponed their wedding plans due to their family’s disapproval. Caroline, a 23-year-old white woman, married
her beau shortly after both had graduated from college.
However, this was later than the couple initially hoped
for. Chuckling, Caroline reflected on the intense scolding
they would have received had they married while still in
college. She said: “We had talked briefly about getting
married before he finished or eloping my senior year. We
did not elope my senior year. Would’ve been really maddening for both of our families”.
Liam, a 25-year-old white man, likewise explained
that his Evangelical family was supportive of his early
marriage (at age 23)—but only because he had a bachelor’s degree already. In retrospect, Liam is a bit frustrated
by this. He explained,
My parents were all on board and excited [with my
marriage], but I think it helped that I had graduated
by that time….I don’t know. This is going beyond the
bounds of question, but we got married young. I’ve
turned into a bit of a defender of people getting married young….I think there’s some kind of gut reactions
that people have against people getting married before finishing college and those reasons are never fully
explained. And when examined, they’re not as thorough as people tend to think they are.
In addition, some respondents faced pushback from
middle class influences outside their immediate families. In particular, some respondents reported strong
reactions towards their marital timelines within educational settings.
Jamielynn, a 26-year-old white woman, married her
husband when she was 20. While Jamielynn’s husband,
who was two years older than her, was a recent college
graduate at the time of their wedding, Jamielynn was still
attending classes at a local community college. Earlier
in the interview, she had reported her classmates’ surprise when her purity ring was replaced by an engage-
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ment ring. But beyond the bewilderment of her peers,
Jamielynn faced additional scrutiny by a college professor. She recounted the story, saying:
I had an art teacher at that season, this was actually the harshest and most critical conversation
I had….After that class, he pulled me into the hallway
and reprimanded me, like, pretty hardcore. It was like,
‘You cannot be focusing on marriage right now. You
are in college. You’re an artist and you need to take
that seriously’. I was a student in one of his classes.
And he took it very personally and seriously. I remember just being really wowed by his passion for reprimanding me. I could tell he felt so dignified in what he
was saying, like, ‘I’m going to do this girl a favor and
break off her engagement’, that seemed to be his goal.
Jamielynn’s experience with her professor occurred at a
local community college. But this disapproval in educational settings was not confined to secular environments.
Kenneth, a 22-year-old black male, married when he was
20 years old. He and his wife had met at Bible college,
where Kenneth was pursuing a four-year degree. Even
within this religious institution, Kenneth faced pushback
at the prospect of marrying while still a college student.
He said:
I felt pressure not to get married....I had an advisor,
like an academic advisor, kind of like [say], ‘Oh, you
should focus on school’, and all that stuff. Stuff like
that, people say. I dunno. Not pressure but there
was like a suggestion [of] getting married later kind
of stuff.
In contrast, young adults who were not in middle class
cultural environments did not face the same kind of skepticism about meeting various milestones prior to marriage. Patrick, a 26-year-old black man, wed his wife
when both were 18. Patrick, a former truck driver and
now Uber driver, excitedly shared his good news with
anyone who would listen. In contrast, his wife kept their
marriage a secret for near half a year before telling her
family. Patrick was frustrated by this but understood his
wife’s reasoning. He explained:
She didn’t want our relationship to be known until she
was ready. She had wanted to keep us on the low-low
as much as possible ‘cause her dad and her mom was
like, ‘Finish school first, then get a boyfriend or whatever’. So, we tried to keep our relationship discrete.
I’d say her sophomore year we finally told everybody
that we [were] married or whatever.
Patrick did not attend college and his marriage was not
perceived as impeding his progress. When he told his
grandmother and other family members, he explained
they were “happy about it” while his middle class in-laws
were furious.
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Likewise, Ben, a 28-year-old white upwardly mobile
man who married at 24, can scarcely remember how his
parents reacted to his young marriage because it was relatively commonplace within his family. After explaining
that his parents had married at age 19 themselves, Ben
said: “I don’t really remember the reaction….The idea
of getting married young, normal, not a problem—[My
brother] got married at 24, my older brother”.
While marriage is prized by their religious community, many Evangelicals still ascribe importance to acquiring middle class baselines prior to marriage. In particular, a bachelor’s degree is considered an important milestone for marriage-readiness. Evangelical young adults
typically describe wanting to wait until after college graduation to marry their significant others—and may face
considerable pushback if they advance their relationship
before earning a degree.
5. Conclusion
Evangelical young adults are in a bind. On the one hand,
their religious background highly values marriage and
family life. This stands in opposition to the wider secular narrative, which sees emerging adulthood as a period
of exploration, freedom, and self-discovery. In addition,
middle class cultural sensibilities idealize marriage but
still presume baselines, particularly the acquisition of a
bachelor’s degree, prior to marriage.
Breaking these norms can bring exclusion and criticism to young adults who marry at young ages. The
strong censoring of early marriage among respondents
in this article may be of concern for the outcomes of
young couples. Notably, perceived disapproval of romantic pairings lends itself to relationship dissolution (Felmlee, 2001; Lehmiller & Agnew, 2006; Sprecher & Felmlee,
1992) or negative health outcomes for one or both partners (Blair & Holmberg, 2008). This disapproval is perhaps related to the higher rates of dissolution among
early marriages (Booth & Edwards, 1985; Lehrer, 1998;
Raley & Bumpass, 2003).
Although early married young adults are a minority,
they are not an insignificant portion of the young adult
population in the United States. While they likely differ
from other young people in the trajectory of their romantic relationships, this article underscores the importance
of the social context of couples’ relationships. Notably,
marriage is conceptualized not just by individuals themselves but also by the larger community. Young adults
who diverge from secular relationship norms and middleclass trajectories are greeted with disapproval. Although
most of my respondents were already married or were
poised to be married at early ages, it is certainly possible that negative sanctioning disrupts or otherwise delays other unions.
Prior research indicates that the religious messages
transmitted to young adults can help to reproduce the
typically lower social class status of Evangelical Protestants, particularly through depressing the educational
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attainment of women (Fitzgerald & Glass, 2008; Glass
& Jacobs, 2005; Glass, Sutton, & Fitzgerald, 2015). My
findings suggest that middle class Evangelicals are actually discouraged from marrying prior to receiving a bachelor’s degree. This particular messaging—wherein marriage is promoted early enough to be distinct but still adheres to some degree of middle class norms so as not to
be countercultural—may be an example of Evangelicals’
successful subcultural identity (Smith, 1998).
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