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PLEASE SAY YES: WHY MARRIAGE SHOULD BE
INCLUDED IN MODERN SEXUALITY EDUCATION
CURRICULA IN ONTARIO AND ACROSS CANADA

Is marriage going out of style? The statistics suggest yes. What hasn’t gone out of style, however, is love
and relationships. We have more dating apps than ever before, and sexuality is featured prominently
in movies, art, advertising, and music. Perhaps because of this focus on sexual and romantic love all
around us, we need more than ever to teach healthy relationships. Parents and educators alike concern
themselves with the concept of healthy relationship—which can be difficult for adults and youth alike
to attain.

Messaging around healthy relationships is important. Inevitably, this involves conveying a sense of
restraint in relationships for youth, who are more susceptible to making rash relationship decisions.
This is partially what teaching on consent aims to convey: the idea that one must always think through
relationship choices and ascertain with certainty the degree to which the other is interested in
engaging in relationship.

Marriage is the highest standard for consensually entered, safe relationship. In the ideal, it brings with
it connection on every level, economic and spiritual as well as physical. Sexuality within marriage
holds the promise of lifelong love in a way that no other relationship form does. A discussion of
healthy relationships, particularly where lifelong love is a goal, needs to include marriage. A good
marriage brings benefits; a bad marriage brings lifelong heartache and problems. Understanding what
creates healthy marriage is critical.

In spite of marriage’s waning popularity, it’s clear that youth still desire to be married at some point—
as we outline in this report. Youth desire the security of lifelong love. Streaming this desire in a
productive fashion will help field many questions youth have, rather than avoiding them.

At the same time, we can recognize that marriage continues to be the subject of controversy. The
questions many have include whether marriage is still relevant and whether it’s possible to remain
married for a lifetime, even today. Youth will naturally have questions from their own family
backgrounds.

Certainly, any discussion of marriage and relationships must be broached with compassion and
empathy. Ignoring research is neither compassionate nor empathetic. We know marriages, in spite of
high divorce rates, are more likely to stay together than cohabiting unions. We know good marriages
bring with them a host of physical and mental health benefits. Channelling desire into marriage by
promoting the healthy aspects of marriage is important information for our kids. At the same time,
we should certainly discuss where marriages go wrong today, as well as where the institution has gone
wrong in history.

In short, this recommendation for marriage to be included within sexuality education is based in
research, not religion. It’s a recommendation for intellectual dialogue around an institution that does
an admirable job of keeping relationships together, in spite of divorce. And it’s an institution our
children deserve to understand and have an opportunity to consider, not least for the implications for
their future children. Education is about the future—and nowhere is that more true than in sexuality
education.

If healthy relationships matter, then marriage matters, and must be part of the sexuality education
curriculum.



As Canada’s emerging generation decides the goals they want to establish for their lives, they face
various choices: career advancement, volunteer opportunities, hobbies, and travel. Included in this list
are relationships. As youth think about the role of love and relationships in their future, any healthy
discussion of relationships should include consideration of marriage.

Discussing healthy relationships without mentioning marriage is a bit like trying to teach about
healthy eating without discussing what nutrients are in various foods. Neglecting to mention marriage,
or even love, when teaching youth about sex does a disservice to our children and youth as they
grapple with issues of connection, sexuality, stability, attachment, love, and family.

Marriage remains a major factor when thinking of building families, in the mind of the next
generation. In a 2016 Nanos Research survey, 72 percent of Canadians age eighteen to twenty-nine
saw marriage as a positive or somewhat positive contributor to a positive family life.! The same survey
found that 93 percent of Canadian adults of all ages reported that having a positive family life is very
important to them.?

While Canadian young adults think marriage is nice, they don’t believe it is necessary. Data show
that young Canadians are more likely to view marriage as an outdated institution.? They are part of

a larger shift across Canada that increasingly feels this way: In 2002, 73 percent of Canadians did not
view marriage as an outdated institution. In 2016, that number fell to 56 percent.* While young adults
are generally positive about marriage, it remains as only one option among many. There is little
knowledge of the larger public meaning of marriage or the benefits it bestows on society.

One conclusion is that young people have little access to Canadian family-related information on
why marriage matters: for building stable families, for creating stronger communities, for protecting
against poverty, and even for protecting physical and emotional health.>

Although perspectives on marriage are shifting, research suggests that young people remain interested
in love and commitment.® Over the past thirty years, the proportion of the population in couples has
not shifted considerably.” Young adults continue to pursue partnerships. What has shifted is when and
how they’re choosing to structure those relationships, whether through marriage, or cohabitation.
Despite the shift away from marriage over the past few decades, a majority of Canadians continue to
view marriage as “a more genuine form of commitment” than cohabitation.?

Equipping young Canadians with information about marriage empowers them to make informed
decisions about their future relationships.
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One reason to include marriage in sexuality education is because throughout history, marriage has
served a public purpose. Although it has taken varied forms, marriage has been present in most
cultures because it benefits wider society.

We might not think of marriage as particularly biologically primed, as only 8 percent of mammals are
pair bonding.® That said, anthropologist Sarah Blaffer Hrdy points out that human beings are “born

to attach.”® We are born to attach to our mother as babies and children, and adult spouses are also
intended to attach to one another for the purposes of staying together to raise children—a lengthy
proposition. The universal social institution of marriage was adopted primarily to meet the unique
challenges of raising children.

While many modern people marry, without too much consideration as to why, marriage has
long been the subject of deep and thorough consideration. Some of these ruminations are part of
Aristotle’s oeuvre, who suggested that marriage is “an older and more fundamental thing than the
state.”!!

Enlightenment philosophers also considered the place of marriage within society. Thomas Hobbes
viewed marriage as part of the transition from “the state of nature to society, from barbarism to
civilization.” It was only with the development of “matrimonial laws,” he said, that fathers would join
in on the childrearing proposition. John Locke spoke of the bond between man and wife as “the first
society,” calling this bond the seedbed of all human society.'?

The idea of marriage as a first society, as a civilizing force, is an important one. The question for Jonah
Goldberg, author of Suicide of the West, is not whether marriage is natural or unnatural, or even what
definition is “the best,” but whether it works. He concludes, “We made traditional marriage normal
through centuries of civilizational trial and error because countless generations of wise people figured
out that it was a best practice for society.”® In a chapter called “The Family’s Losing War Against
Barbarism,” he lays out the importance of the family, which is grounded, if not in marriage, then at
least in monogamy.

The thesis of Goldberg’s book is that many of the advances we enjoy today are unnatural—be it
democracy or the free market. If they were natural, they would have appeared earlier in history to
help relieve poverty and misery. In a bit of a Hobbesian moment, he states that “poverty, hunger,
violence, tribal hatred, and an early death” are natural. Monogamous marriage may not be natural in
Goldberg’s view, but it does represent an advancement from some of the harshness that was once a
normal part of the human condition.

The delineation marriage provides for kinship, for understanding where we come from, and for links
to economic wealth and wealth transfer were for centuries cornerstones of marriage. While marriage
may not be natural, among modern societies it still provides stability and an array of benefits for
individual members and for the common good.
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WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF MARRIAGE?

A significant body of research points to just how much good can come from healthy marriages,
benefiting both individuals and society. Marriage links relational and economic elements that
generate capital and overall well-being. Sociologist Brad Wilcox writes that the institutional model of
marriage “seeks to integrate sex, parenthood, economic cooperation and emotional intimacy into a
permanent union.”**

Married adults are generally happier and healthier mentally and physically compared with those
who are single, separated, divorced, or widowed.”” This “marriage advantage” lends substantial health
benefits to those who choose to marry.

The continuous commitment and attachment found within marriage is proven to improve health
outcomes. Married people experience better physical and emotional health when their spouse
provides “interpersonal closeness, emotional gratification, and support in dealing with daily stress.”'6
Medical research shows that in contrast with those who are single, cohabiting, divorced, separated,
or widowed, people in a good marriage have a 20 percent increase in cancer survival rates, improved
mental health, and reduced chances of having a heart attack.”

The distinct benefits of marriage for women include lower probability of living in poverty,'® lower
levels of depression among mothers compared to cohabiting and single mothers,'* and lower risk of
experiencing domestic violence compared to cohabitating and dating women.?® Married women also
have a lower likelihood of being victims of crime compared to single and divorced women.?!

There are also unique benefits for men. Scholars have found that married men are more likely to
have higher labour productivity and more rapid salary increases compared to unmarried men.??
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Married men consume less alcohol® and are less likely to be criminally involved than their single
counterparts.?* Studies also find that married men show higher amounts of affection to both their
partners and children than cohabiting men.? Married men are more likely to remain involved in their
children’s lives.

Research shows that children’s living arrangements are correlated with a number of outcomes.
Children born to cohabiting parents who don’t go on to marry are roughly three times more likely to
experience a family dissolution compared to children born to married parents who don’t live together
before marriage.?

Marriage is correlated with social advantages for children. Young people raised by their married
parents do better in school and are more likely to graduate from college and then secure
employment.?” They’re less likely to use drugs and more likely to delay sexual initiation. The success
sequence of finishing school, getting married, and only then having children is a near guarantee
against poverty, routinely acknowledged on the political left and the right.?®

Marriage is a wealth creator and a protector against poverty.?® Canadian research demonstrates
that economic behaviour among cohabiters differs from married couples.?®* How individuals form
relationships matters, whether by marriage or cohabitation. It influences individual economic well-
being, and thereby the economic strength of the country.?

Despite the increase in the portion of cohabiting unions, marriage remains a more stable family
form.?? This instability results in cohabiting couples being less likely to pool incomes or leverage
wealth toward long-term joint investments.?®* Married couples are more likely to leverage income
and enjoy higher net worth.?* While cohabiting unions are easier to dissolve, they provide fewer
legal protections than marriage, including property rights, support obligations, and inheritance law
depending on the jurisdiction.®

Ample research points to a connection between marriage and benefits of health and wealth, but the
caveat is that marriages are beneficial when they are healthy and intact. Unhappy marriages and
divorce are associated with poor health and economic losses. Nevertheless, for couples deciding their
best long-term options, marriage remains the strongest and most promising choice. The negative
outcomes are something to educate about as well, in order to ensure success in marriage.
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“Love and marriage go together like a horse and carriage”—but would you say the same of sex and
marriage? Many will view the counsel that marriage should be included in sexuality education
curriculum as a non-sequitur, at best. In previous attempts to explain why marriage should be
included in sex education, feedback included comments like, “Marriage has nothing to do with sexual
education.” Others thought sexuality education should teach about the dangers of bad or abusive
marriages, which is a legitimate concern.

Before going any further in explaining the benefits of marriage in general, we need to be expressly
clear about the benefits of teaching about marriage within sexuality education.

First, we should acknowledge that marriage has become disconnected from sex. We see this in
film, advertisements, and music videos. Talking about sex in conjunction with marriage is viewed
as a vestige of a time gone by—a religious admonition for a population that no longer adheres to
traditional religious norms.

Including marriage in sexuality education does not mean teaching a particular faith, nor does it mean
sex can only happen within marriage. Rather, teaching about marriage alongside sex and relationships
teaches about an ideal. When it comes to lifelong relationship, marriage is still the best we have, in
spite of divorce, breakdowns, and other assorted abuses within marriage.

Marriage remains desirable to youth, with 54 percent of eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds saying

they would like to get married one day.?¢ It is still a desirable idea that love can last—and marriage
is a proxy for this idea. Research does tell us that marriage relationships remains more stable than
cohabitation. Furthermore, adults benefit from happy marriages in numerous ways.?’

The relationship to sex pertains to having children, who fare best when raised by their own married
parents.?® Certainly children raised in diverse family structures can and do thrive, but research shows
that children from lone-parent or cohabiting relationships fair less well on a number of outcomes.

Many children sitting in sexuality education classes will be contemplating their own home lives.
They will come from a myriad of different backgrounds: parents living together, lone parents, recent
divorces. In this context, discussions always need to be sensitive and responsive to the questions and
concerns of children. That said, there is research to show that the more sexual engagement a young
adult has before marriage, the less satisfying the marriage.?® Research also confirms that relationship
experiences during adolescence influence later partnership decisions.*°

Bad marriages are a tremendous burden on adults and children alike. And whatever good we see from
good marriages, strained, tense, and difficult marriages obviously bring no such benefit. The question
is, how to avoid a bad marriage? Is that done by avoiding marriage altogether? Or by taking the marital
commitment more seriously than we do today?

Marriage is, of course, being delayed to later and later ages, but that doesn’t mean that great
fulfillment and enjoyment are found from the constant search to settle down. Dating, engaging in
friends with benefits, or simply waiting for the right partner to come along all come with their own
emotional, spiritual, and sometimes physical difficulties.
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Marriage is a valuable institution that contains and gives meaning to sexual encounters. It fuses
emotional and spiritual intimacy, with a shared life together that very often includes raising children.
Ultimately, marriage offers the highest level of consent for sexual encounters, because the marital
institution embodies self-sacrifice for the other, something that would be rare among cursory sexual
encounters.

There are many questions about marriage that remain for our culture: Can it work? Why didn’t my
parents stay together? Why can’t I get married? Can I have a child outside marriage? The answers
to these in the minds of youth and adults alike will vary substantially. Yet there is plenty of research
about marriage to inform the discussion.

Marriage is an imperfect institution, as all institutions are; however, successful societies constrain
sexuality in ways that bring benefits to members.* The purpose behind the emphasis on consent is
likewise to place constraint on sexuality. We would be wise to lose the negative aspects of marriage
from history but hold on to the good. This is why we are recommending that a robust, non-religious,
research-based discussion of marriage be included in sexuality education curriculum.

WHY TALK ABOUT ATTACHMENT?

The notion that adults have a need to attach to another person contradicts many of the modern
mantras of self-sufficiency, independence, and self-love. While young adults continue to consider
marriage, “they are deferring actual participation in it, opting for the non-authoritative community of
cohabitation.”?

Ample research confirms that the human need to attach continues beyond childhood. Romantic love
establishes an attachment bond.*® As clinical psychologist Sue Johnson notes, “At every age, human
beings habitually seek and maintain physical and emotional closeness with at least one particular
irreplaceable other. We especially seek out this person when we feel stressed, unsure, or anxious. We
are just hardwired this way.”# This type of attachment is more substantial than friendship or simple
companionship. “Sex may impel us to mate, but it is love that assures our existence.”* A sexuality
education curriculum that neglects to expand on the broader needs of attachment neglects to educate
on the full picture of human sexuality.

Humans are innately hardwired for pair bonding. Rather than outgrowing the need for attachment
as they mature, adults maintain a psychological need for closeness, nurturing, and comfort as they
form romantic attachments.*¢ Psychologically, humans need more than sex from their romantic
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relationships. Sexuality education should inform young people about the sexual and emotional health
benefits of secure attachments.

Studies point to the human need for love and connection to other beings. Marriage offers a stable way
to meet that need.” Monogamy is both possible and an effective response to the psychological needs
of adults.*®

A majority of Canadian young adults desire to marry someday.*’ Integrating marriage education into
sexual health education empowers youth to make informed decisions about their future partnerships.
With the legal recognition of same-sex marriage in 2005, marriage is a potential future partnership
choice for all students.

Marriage compels the sharing of every aspect of life, rather than simply sexuality. It offers integrated
commitment and stability: A couple receives more understanding of one another than a single aspect
of their life. Within the constraints of the structure of marriage, there is freedom to trust and freedom
from a surplus of choice. Marriage is an institution that both contains and gives meaning to sexual
encounters.

A key element of sexual health development is integration of sexuality into “mutually satisfying
relationships.”® As young people navigate the complexities of romantic relationships, they continue to
learn the social components of these relationships, including trust and consent, both of which are only
functional when they are mutual.

Ontario’s Health and Physical Education curriculum for grades 9 to 12 suggests,

The skills that are needed to build and support healthy relationships can be found throughout
the health and physical education curriculum, and especially in the Healthy Active Living
Education courses. Expectations that focus on the characteristics of healthy relationships and
on ways of responding to challenges in relationships introduce students, in age-appropriate
ways, to the knowledge and skills they will need to maintain healthy relationships throughout
their lives.”!

Some have noted (and condemned) how Ontario’s sexuality education is low on talk of love. When
teaching youth how to achieve nurturing, affectionate, and respectful relationships throughout their
lives, marriage presents a strong formal structure for healthy relationships with negotiated and
established sexual limits. Well-rounded education programs that include discussions of options like
marriage can improve youth attitudes, understanding, and expectations of romantic relationships.*?

A short-sighted vision of the sexuality education curriculum aspires only or primarily to help young
people safely traverse adolescence. However, for long-term success in relationships for the next
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generation of Canadians, the conversation needs to capture proven methods of attaining healthy
relationship outcomes in adulthood.

Marriage is an important social institution that fuses sex, intimacy, economic cooperation, and
parenthood into a permanent relationship. Despite high divorce rates, marriage remains more stable
than cohabitation. The US Department of Health and Human Services’ evaluation of its federally
funded healthy relationship programs for youth found that the programs—which are “designed to
help individuals and couples achieve positive, stable, and successful marriages and intimate partner
relationships”—provide couples and individuals with the tools they need to form and sustain healthy
marriages and relationships.>®

Marriage education meets the curriculum goals for teaching about healthy relationships. Why
wouldn’t Canada educate its young people on marriage, the most critical and—when done right—
most lasting decision of a person’s life? Teaching marriage is the logical continuation of any discussion
of sexual health, and of love and relationships. Where lifelong love is a goal, marriage is the gold
standard.

The goal of this report is to promote marriage as a valid and positive option for our youth as they
consider their futures. Family choices are an important element of life satisfaction, and for many
reasons learning about marriage in sexuality education means offering a choice that increases life
satisfaction.

Any problems associated with marriage today do not change the reality of what a strong and healthy
marriage does for adults and children alike, as shown through a substantial body of research. If we are
all navigating stormy waters in our relationships, removing healthy marriages as a valuable choice is

a bit like destroying the lighthouse that would help you both find harbour and avoid crashing into the
shore. Denying the information with which to make healthy, lifelong relationship choices, means we
compel our children and youth to engage in relationship standards that fall below the ideal.

Survey data suggests that young adults still desire lifelong love, and that marriage remains a positive
option. Decades of research show that healthy, intact marriage provides economic and health benefits
for adults. Marriage is also associated with positive outcomes for children in married-parent families.
Ontario’s youth deserve to be empowered with this information to make their own choices about
future partnerships.

Sexuality educations should assist students in envisioning a lifelong understanding of healthy
relationships. Marriage education complements the province’s desire to instruct students about
healthy relationships. Evidence shows that romantic relationships among young adults influences the
formation of later relationships, and so it is important to give students information about marriage
before they reach their adult years. The institution of marriage is asking sexuality education for its
hand in marriage—knowing the partnership would be beneficial and long-lasting. Won'’t sexuality
education please say yes?

53. Scott et al., “Healthy Marriage.”
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